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ABSTRACT 
 
DIFFICULT MINISTRY SEASONS 
 
by 
 
Robbie B. Townsend 
 
 Ministry leaders feel a profound sense of calling to their vocation. Over the 
lifetime of their vocational life, most ministry leaders experience internal phenomenon 
characterized as difficult seasons of ministry. These seasons come in all shapes and sizes. 
Difficult ministry seasons range in length, causes and effects. Is there a commonality to 
how ministry leaders successfully navigate or get through difficult seasons of ministry? 
What are the “best practices” of perseverance and resilience that can be helpful to 
ministry leaders? 
 The purpose of this project was to identify ways in which ministry leaders got 
through difficult seasons of ministry in order to be a help for those ministry leaders who 
will be, or find themselves in difficult seasons of ministry. The project utilized a post-
intervention research model. The data was analyzed through a grounded theory research 
lens. The research pool consisted of all active and retired clergy of the Peninsula-
Delaware Annual Conference of The United Methodist Church. 
 This project first found that most difficult seasons are caused by outside forces or 
people other than the ministry leader. Secondly, the project identified difficult seasons of 
ministry cause ministry leaders to seriously doubt their vocational calling and consider 
leaving the ministry. The project thirdly found that difficult seasons drive ministry 
leaders toward God. Lastly, the project discovered that a dedicated practice of spiritual 
disciplines help ministry leaders navigate the difficult seasons of ministry. 
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CHAPTER 1 
NATURE OF THE PROJECT 
 
Overview of the Chapter 
 This chapter provides an overall framework for researching how ministry leaders 
deal with difficult seasons of ministry. The researcher provides a rationale for the project 
stemming from personal experience and supported by research.  
 Included in this overview is an autobiographical introduction of the researcher, 
statement of the problem, purpose of the project, research questions, and rationale for the 
project. This chapter also includes definition of key terms, delimitations, a summary of 
contextual themes found in relevant literature and an overview of the data collection 
method for the research project. 
Autobiographical Introduction 
 My second pastoral appointment (2003-2008) was at a station church in a growing 
area. The church experienced an amazing amount of growth in the five years I served 
there. It seemed as if everything I did or tried succeeded.  The church was a pastor-
centered church with a traditional style worship service. I gathered together a vision team 
of twelve people representing all facets of the congregation, and we started to dream 
together. We looked at statistics of growing churches and how they operated. We 
examined our community and the churches in our area. We decided to launch a 
contemporary service in my second year. While we had music and support staff already, 
in my third year we stepped out on faith and moved to a staff-led church by hiring a full-
time director of discipleship. We soon launched small group ministry. The next year we 
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added a full-time youth director. During this season of ministry, I attended five modules 
of Asbury Seminary’s Beeson Institute. I was applying all that I was learning about 
church growth, and it was working. In five years the statistics exploded. Our worship 
attendance average increased 76% (from 182 to 320). Our budget increased 128% (from 
$204,000 to $465,000). Our membership increased 29% (from 547 to 707). We brought 
in a total of 210 New Members (63% were professions of faith).  Personally, I was so 
excited to see what God was doing. It was a season of bold faith for me as a leader. We 
took giant leaps of faith. At every turn, we were trusting God to show up and show off. 
There were certainly struggles along the way and plenty of issues that tested me, but by 
and large, it was a season of seeing how much God could do.  
 At the five-year mark of this appointment, the church was given a million dollar 
piece of property. We were beginning to dream about the potential of such a windfall. 
Having seen all of the vision God had given to me at the beginning of this pastorate, I 
was asking God for a second vision of where we were to go as a church. It never came. 
What came instead was a call from the Bishop and Cabinet to take another appointment. I 
was crushed and wrestled with taking on another challenge in another church. I remained 
obedient to my ordination vow of itineracy and believed God was speaking through the 
Cabinet’s decision.  
 During the five month season of saying goodbye and preparing the church for our 
departure, I attended a church leadership conference in Texas. One of the speakers was 
Bishop T.D. Jakes. He preached a sermon about church leadership that helped to frame 
my understanding of what was happening to me spiritually and emotionally. He spoke on 
Luke 24:13-35 where Jesus appeared to the followers on the road to Emmaus. Bishop 
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Jakes spoke of the movement of communion and how the followers recognized Jesus in 
the taking, blessing, breaking and giving of the bread. He then moved through the entire 
Biblical narrative and showed how God uses His servants in the same way. We are taken, 
blessed, broken, and given. I still take the DVD of the sermon out and watch it regularly. 
I sat in the church hearing this message for the first time and wept. I knew that God was 
doing the very same thing to me. I had been taken from life on the farm and called into 
ministry. I had been blessed so far in ministry. I was given the extreme privilege of 
seeing how God can do some amazing things. Now, I was about to enter a season of 
being broken, and struggled to recognize Jesus in it.   
 In July 2008, I became the Senior Pastor at a church that had experienced a 45 
year decline. Their average attendance had dropped from 479 to 208. They had 
experienced spiritual warfare from several associate pastors having affairs, the splitting of 
the congregation over the firing of a beloved music director, and a further splitting from a 
failed attempt at adding a contemporary service. Having my ego blown up from my 
successful previous pastorate, I thought I was their savior. Since all of the techniques 
flourished before, I figured all I had to do was apply the same in this new appointment 
and they too would experience a season of growth. How prideful I was!   
 I started down the same path, doing the same things I had done in the previous 
pastorate. I figured all I had to do was follow the same plan. It didn’t work, at least, not at 
first. For the first four years in that appointment, I was met with quite a bit of opposition. 
I made difficult decisions to let several staff members go, cut the budget, and push 
forward with adding a contemporary service and launching small group ministries. With 
each decision came loud opposition. I saw this season of growth in my spirit as the 
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breaking Bishop Jakes spoke of years before. God was breaking me of my pride. God 
was showing me that just as He gives, He can also take away.  He was showing me how I 
needed to be totally dependent on Him and not on some perceived skill set I thought I 
had. Through this season of wrestling I was learning to limp like Jacob in Genesis 32. 
 After six years in my third pastorate, I accepted an appointment to my fourth 
pastorate. My biggest spiritual struggle during my third pastorate continued in my fourth 
appointment. I celebrate all that God accomplished in my third appointment but still 
struggled with wondering if it was enough because the numeric growth didn’t look like 
the second pastorate. It is very much a part of the wrestling I have done in my D.Min 
studies. During the season of growth in my second pastorate, I bought into what I was 
learning in the Beeson Institute models hook, line and sinker. I believed if I just applied 
these certain church growth principles and worked the plan the church would grow and 
flourish. I believed it because my church was just like all of the other churches of the 
leaders Dr. Dale Galloway highlighted in the Beeson program. It was proving true in my 
ministry setting. What I didn’t realize was that each ministry setting is different. Each 
ministry leader is different. What works in one place may not work in another. While I 
still believe in these church growth principles, I am looking at them differently. My third 
church grew, but not nearly as much or as fast as my second church. I recognized that in 
order for God to do something in the third church, He had to do something in me first. 
 The spiritual wrestling I did centered on how I define “success.” Is it always 
numeric growth? Can’t success be measured in spiritual growth as well? I love the 
metaphor one of my D.Min professors, Dr. Randy Jessen, gave of growth in the garden. 
While we can see growth of fruit on the tomato plant because it is above the ground, that 
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doesn’t mean that the potatoes and carrots are not growing as well because their growth is 
unseen below the surface of the ground. The spiritual formation that occurred in me 
during that season was humbling and exciting at the same time. What I perceived as 
failure during the third appointment, because there was a lack of “above ground” growth, 
actually deepened my spiritual roots and “under the surface” growth.  
I personally believe that the difficult seasons are exponentially tied to ministry 
risks. The more ministry leaders respond to God’s call to step out on faith and do 
something out of the ordinary, the more at risk they are to experience a difficult season. I 
believe there are many pastors who do not respond to the risk-taking call of the Lord and 
are content to see their ministry as a job rather than a calling. When it becomes a calling, 
the leader recognizes the ministry is not their own, it belongs to the Lord. The Lord 
rewards obedience to stepping out in a challenge with a far greater challenge. When the 
ministry leader is in this type of ministry cycle of taking risks for the Lord, he or she 
becomes a target. I believe that the enemy wants ministry leaders to be content in their 
settings and not challenge constituents to grow deeper in the Lord and impact the world 
for Christ. When we make advancements for the Kingdom of Christ, we find ourselves 
firmly on the radar screen of the enemy. I personally believe difficult seasons are the 
norm for ministry leaders who step out in faith.   
This journey of intense highs and lows spurned me to be very introspective. It 
caused me at times to question my vocational calling. It caused me to wrestle with 
depression and struggle with my worthiness as a ministry leader. It was truly a “dark 
night of the soul.” As I wrestled with leaving my vocation, I relied heavily on spiritual 
disciplines and discovered my relationship with God and a few trusted accountability 
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partners slowly brought me through the difficult season. As I grew in my mentoring and 
leadership responsibilities, I began to wonder about others’ experiences with difficult 
seasons of ministry as well. I felt called to add something to the research narrative on the 
subject with the possibility of aiding others in their difficult seasons of ministry. 
 Having come through this difficult season in ministry, I am acutely aware that I 
had a choice to make. I had a choice to give up or persevere. I had a choice to listen to the 
lies of the enemy or have faith in the truth of scripture. I had a choice to throw in the 
towel and quit or focus on what God was doing in me. I know that I am not alone in my 
ministry experiences. I recognize that other ministry leaders going through difficult 
seasons need to be encouraged. Most leaders experience a debilitating event sometime in 
their leadership journey. It may come from within such as their sin or personal struggle. It 
may come from external forces such as a difficult church or extenuating circumstance. 
Whatever the struggle, leaders have a choice to persevere through the difficulty or quit. I 
desire to research biblical examples, current literature, and survey ministry colleagues to 
discover the commonalities of those ministry leaders who persevered and even excelled 
after difficult seasons. 
Statement of the Problem 
 Ministry is a unique vocational calling. Over the course of the ministry journey, 
ministry leaders experience internal phenomenon they may categorize in the colloquial 
term “difficult season.” Are there commonalities in the coding of data surrounding these 
phenomena? Is there a similarity in experiences? Are ministry leaders affected by the 
experiences in a similar way? Are there commonalities to successful navigation of these 
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seasons? If there are common “best practices” for navigating these seasons, they should 
be shared with other ministry leaders. 
Regardless of the ministry setting, ministry leaders face many struggles. Some of 
those struggles are generated by internal issues. Some wrestle with their own mistakes, 
their own sins, and their own issues. Some of those struggles come as a result of forces 
beyond their control. They may be derived from the sin or actions of others. They may be 
from difficult ministry settings and problems they inherited. 
A 1991 survey by the Fuller Institute of Church Growth reported that 50% of 
respondents had considered leaving their ministry vocation during the previous 
three months. In a 2008 survey of 358 parish-based clergy, 13% reported 
themselves as burned out, 23% as depressed and 45% rated themselves as high or 
moderate in emotional exhaustion. 
In 2009, an analysis of conversations with 88 United Methodist ministers 
indicated that clergy wellness is still a crisis that can be improved only by a 
comprehensive effort to address the variety of unique conditions that affect the 
physical, mental and spiritual health of clergy. While some clergy persons are 
able to manage the symptoms of burnout and continue working in ministry, 
increasing numbers leave ministry completely due to burnout. (Jackson) 
While the source of the ministry struggle may come from one or multiple places 
and may be a one-time event or several separate events over the length of one’s ministry, 
the ministry leader must wrestle with the struggle. The struggle may leave them out of 
ministry altogether. The struggle may be a refining fire that makes them stronger. It may 
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deepen their trust in God. It may weaken them to the point of extinguishing their passion 
for God’s calling upon their life. Ong discovered this in his research. 
While the consequences of this sad state of affairs are quite evident, an inertia 
or lack of urgency in addressing this situation still exists. Many in the pastoral 
ministry are driven by a sense of commitment and faithfulness; however they 
suffer the negative consequences because of a lack of understanding and 
engagement in theological understanding and practices that contribute to their 
personal well-being. (Ong 3) 
Purpose of the Project 
 The purpose of this project was to identify ways in which ministry leaders got 
through difficult seasons of ministry in order to be a help for those ministry leaders who 
will be, or find themselves in difficult seasons of ministry. 
Research Questions 
In regard to framing the research questions Corbin and Strauss state, “Qualitative 
studies are usually exploratory and more hypothesis generating rather than testing. 
Therefore, it is necessary to frame the research question(s) in a manner that provides the 
investigator with sufficient flexibility and freedom to explore a topic in some depth” 
(Corbin and Strauss, Basics 25). 
Why do some ministry leaders persevere through difficult season and others seem 
to give up or quit? What do those who come out on the other side of a storm have in 
common? Is there some secret ingredient or list of things a ministry leader has to do in 
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order to whether a storm? 
 There seem to be several ministry leaders who not only weather a storm in 
ministry, but they also come out on the other side stronger. They have a better grasp and 
understanding of who they are and what they are called to do. What do these ministry 
leaders who come out of a storm and excel have in common? What did they learn? Is it a 
lesson that is transferrable to others, or is it something that can only be learned by going 
through the storm? 
 If the assumption is that all ministry leaders go through a perceived difficult 
patch, is there something a leader can look for? Are there warning signs that one is 
entering a difficult season? If someone goes to the doctor and they exhibit warning signs 
of an impending heart attack, they have the option to follow their doctor’s medical 
advice. They can make lifestyle choices concerning stress, diet and exercise that might 
ward off the heart attack. Could it be the same for a difficult season in ministry? If a 
pastor can’t avoid it, at least could the pastor know the warning signs so they could 
prepare and be extra vigilant as a ministry leader?  Did the leaders who have experienced 
a storm feel they were entering a storm? Did they feel things were somehow slipping 
away? Is the difficult season separated into segments and therefore able to be graphed? If 
a ministry leader can determine they are about to enter a difficult season of ministry, 
could they also figure out they were in the middle of the storm or they were starting to 
come out of it?   
 After the event or difficult season is over, some ministry leaders experience 
failure. Some resign themselves to a ministry they perceive, without success or they give 
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up all together. What are the common denominators of these ministry leaders? If we had 
the knowledge of how the storm created “failure” in the ministry leader; we could assume 
that attempts can be made to avoid the same missteps in our own ministry journey.  
 In order to answer these questions, research needs to be done with ministry 
leaders expressed feelings about the difficult season. “Researchers must locate the 
expressed emotions, feelings, experiences, and actions within the context in which they 
occurred so that meaning is clear and accurate” (Corbin and Strauss, Basics 57) To that 
end, this project sought to answer the following overall research questions: 
 Research Question #1- What causes difficult seasons of ministry? 
Research Question #2 - How do difficult seasons of ministry affect ministry 
leaders? 
Research Question #3 - What is helpful to ministry leaders in difficult seasons of 
ministry? 
Rationale for the Project 
  The first reason this study is important is the assumption that most every ministry 
leader is going to experience a difficult season of ministry. One may rate them differently 
and view each other’s season differently, but the perceived difficult season is real to each 
individual ministry leader. It is a fact of being in the Lord’s service. Most all have times 
that are rough and difficult. 
 The second reason this study is important is that if the first assumption is true then 
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all ministry leaders should want to know the best ways to survive a difficult ministry 
season. Just knowing the fact that others have experienced what they are experiencing 
makes the difficult ministry life seem normal. Just as Elijah cried out in 1 Kings 19 that 
he was the only one experiencing trouble and persecution, ministry leaders get depressed 
when they feel like their efforts are not worth it or are not making a difference.   
 The third reason this study is important is that if some ministry leaders fail or quit 
after a difficult season, then ministry leaders should want to know how to weather the 
storms of ministry in order to survive ministry. The knowledge of how to avoid a difficult 
season isn’t nearly as important as learning the lessons of how ministry leaders get 
through the storm.  
 The fourth reason this study is important is that some ministry leaders seem to not 
only survive the storms of ministry, but they also excel afterward. Ministry leaders 
should want to know how to apply the lessons of the storm so that they might not just 
survive the storm, but experience success after the storm and possibly through subsequent 
storms. That success may be gauged differently but it is clearly not throwing in the 
ministry towel and/or limping to the finish line.  
Definition of Key Terms 
Difficult Season- A simple perusal of the titles listed in the bibliography gives the 
reader a sampling of terms used for prolonged difficulties experienced in ministry: clergy 
killers, stress, burnout, toxic congregations, brokenness, time bomb, frustrated, costly, 
exhaustion, not what you thought, pressures, termination, dark night, conflict, 
controversy, resign, wounded, attacks, challenges, painful, risk, self-defeating, hurts, 
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ordeals, and ducking spears. These terms were used in the titles of current literature on 
the subject. West defines these seasons as shadow seasons. He writes:  
These are those extended moments of the incongruity which can occur between 
calling, character and conduct. They are those periods of incapacity that arise and 
limit leaders in their socio-emotional and physical functioning, incapacities like 
chronic depression and inappropriate coping strategies. Such seasons are those 
chapters in the life characterized by critical incompetence in job knowledge and 
performance that matter to the fulfillment of the operational mission at the 
pedestrian level of organizations, but more largely to the church’s mission at the 
redemptive and missional level. . . . [W]e see how the effects of these various 
shadowy maladaptations in each ministerial leader’s life lengthens to dim the light 
of holistic witness to God, calling, family and ministry communities. (West 3) 
Difficult seasons should be defined as a time in ministry when the ministry leader 
struggled. There is no parameter of length for the season; it could be weeks, months or 
years. The definition of what is difficult may change for the ministry leader over the 
course of their ministry. What was once considered difficult early in a leader’s ministry 
may not be later on in their ministry. The difficulty could be brought on by the ministry 
leader’s own sin, weaknesses, or mistakes. The difficulty could be brought on by 
influences outside of the church such as natural disasters, economic influences, or certain 
individuals. The difficulty could be brought on by influences within the congregation 
such as people, opposition, dysfunction or decline.  
Failure- can be defined for this study in two ways:  
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First, it should be defined as quitting. Many ministry leaders get out of ministry 
altogether because of a difficult season.  
 Secondly, when the ministry leader does not get out of ministry altogether, failure 
can be subjectively defined by the ministry leader as a lack of whatever they define 
success as. It should be noted that the ministry leader’s unique definition may change 
over the course of their ministry. 
Perseverance/Resilience- Once a ministry leader encounters a debilitating 
season, if they choose not to quit, they have an option to move forward. Perseverance is 
defined by the English Encarta Dictionary as “determined continued action or belief, 
usually over a long period and especially despite difficulties or setbacks.” Perseverance 
and resilience should be considered synonyms for this study. 
This researcher project will adapt the definition of resilience as described below 
by Forney: 
Mary Lynn Pulley and Michael Wakefield, from the Center for Creative 
Leadership, define resilience as follows: ‘Resilience provides the ability to 
recover quickly from change, hardship, or misfortune. It’s associated with 
elasticity, buoyancy, and adaptation. Resilient people demonstrate flexibility, 
durability, an attitude of optimism, and openness to learning. A lack of resilience 
is signaled by burnout, fatigue, malaise, depression, defensiveness, and cynicism.’ 
This definition of resilience categorizes adversity as change, hardship, and 
misfortune. These three types of adversity suggest that it comes from anything 
that disrupts the world around us, be it change (positive or negative), a hardship 
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(induced internally or imposed externally), or just bad luck (determining 
causation is unattainable). This definition also provides antonyms for resilience, 
namely, that the lack of resilience leads to burnout, fatigue, malaise, depression, 
defensiveness, and cynicism. (Forney 6) 
Success/Excelling- Most ministry leaders define success differently over the 
course of their ministry. For many it is numeric, for others it is lives changed. For many it 
is faithfulness to their calling. Success is subjective and should be defined by the 
individual ministry leader.  
For the sake of this study, “excelling” means somehow doing ministry at a better 
level than before the difficult season. Just like success, this term is somewhat subjective 
and in the eye of the ministry leader. Many ministry leaders may not say they are 
excelling after a difficult season could be quantified numerically. While it is possible that 
excelling can be seen numerically, the ministry leader may define it as doing ministry 
more effectively, efficiently, or with a deeper understanding of who the ministry leader 
is. 
Just as John Wesley would point to a maturing process in a Christian becoming 
more Christ like through sanctifying grace, many leaders come out on the other side of 
several seasons of ministry with the redefined understanding of ministry in general and a 
maturity that allows one to mentor new/young ministry leaders. 
Got Through-This phrasing is used in the purpose statement and throughout the 
study. “Getting through” a difficult season acknowledges that the difficult season is in the 
past. For many ministry leaders, they can identify a “before,” “during,” and “after” phase 
of their struggle. If a ministry leader identifies that they have “gotten through” the season, 
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it is no longer an active hardship. However, for the purpose of the study, the effects of 
hardship can still be felt and processed. 
Identify- the word “identify” is used in the purpose statement to denote the 
focusing in on best practices of ministry leaders who have “gotten through” difficult 
seasons of ministry. This identification will result in the conclusions of the literature 
review and research project. 
Delimitations 
It should be noted that the researcher acknowledges “difficult ministry seasons” to 
be a colloquial phrase. This phrase was used throughout the research project even though 
it is not often used in research journals as a foil to distract the participants. The researcher 
wanted to provoke a response from others without invoking bias. The forensic reason for 
using the indistinct and unspecific phrase was to identify the best practices used by those 
who can recognize the season as having passed. The researcher acknowledges the 
concept of “construct” as a focused abstract idea on something inferred from an 
observable phenomenon. Research participants can speak to their imprecise phenomenon 
or what they went though. The selection criteria for the study focused on the participant’s 
perception that they had a phenomenon. The main thrust of the study centers around 
research Questions 2 and 3. Acknowledging the phenomenon and what caused the 
phenomenon were means to providing data regarding the effects of the phenomenon as 
well as helps for moving past the phenomenon. 
The researcher’s assumption is that most ministry leaders face difficulties. While 
some face bigger troubles than others, the researcher believes all experience some level 
of challenge. The researcher believes that the more a ministry leader is used by God, the 
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greater the obstacles in ministry become. If a ministry leader has had perceived success 
or is effecting many people, the researcher believes the enemy sees a bigger target on the 
ministry leader’s back and spends more time challenging them. The respondents are 
invited to speak to an internal phenomenon that is unbounded by definition.  
However, for this project, concern is not given to how much trouble or how many 
difficult seasons a ministry leader has gone through. The results and “best practices” 
learned will be applicable in all ministry settings. This is because difficult seasons are not 
quantifiable. What was difficult to a ministry leader 15 years ago, may not seem so 
difficult to them now. This fact doesn’t negate the fact that it was perceived as a difficult 
season to the ministry leader then. The longer one has been in ministry should provide 
more opportunities for difficult seasons and certainly more of a reflective mindset over 
the seasons of one’s ministry. 
Originally, the researcher believed the survey samples did not need to be defined 
by geographic locations, types of ministry, theological leanings, or denominational 
affiliations. The survey was to be sent to those in active ministry regardless of the 
defining elements above. The researcher believes that recent retirees have a unique 
perspective to offer to this study. They seem to be most reflective of their entire ministry 
career. The recent change in their status links them to current ministry situations.  The 
original research plan was to have a face to face interview of a few recent retirees. 
The Institutional Review Board helped the researcher reevaluate the scope of the 
project. Personal interviews with retirees were eliminated from the research. The 
selection of the potential retirees to be interviewed would introduce bias. The decision 
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was made to only send out an online survey and not conduct personal interviews. The 
confidentiality of an online survey gave all participants the freedom to vulnerably share 
about their seasons of ministry.  
In an acknowledgement that surveying a wide variety of ministry leaders in many 
geographical and denominational settings may introduce unneeded bias or issues, it was 
decided to study a unique group of ministry leaders within a particular Annual 
Conference of the United Methodist Church. This decision acknowledges that clergy in a 
specific area may deal with specific hardships that may not be found in other areas or 
within other denominational structures such as itineracy and the second lowest average 
pay within the United Methodist denomination. 
The research pool was all active and retired clergy of the Peninsula-Delaware 
Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church. The perspective of retired clergy 
spoken of above would still be captured because all clergy regardless of their active or 
retired status were invited to participate. All clergy within the Peninsula-Delaware 
Annual Conference included part time local pastors, full time local pastors, Associate 
Members, Provisional Deacons, Provisional Elders, Full Member Deacons and Full 
Member Elders of the Conference.  
Review of Relevant Literature 
 The servants of God have always struggled with difficult seasons of ministry. The 
Bible is full of examples of people called into ministry who have struggled in a variety of 
ways. There is not one particular issue that most Biblical leaders struggled with so much 
as it is evident they struggled. Abraham wrestled with itineracy as God called him from 
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his homeland to live a nomadic life and uproot his family. Moses wrestled with rejection 
and the stress of leading a fledgling nation of people. Elijah demonstrates that even when 
ministry leaders have great victories and perceived success, they can still suffer from 
depression and negative thoughts. David experienced the delay of God’s vision becoming 
a reality and wrestled with that dream slipping away. Peter wrestled with the 
ramifications of his sin and the guilt stemming from denying Christ. Paul experienced 
great success in ministry, yet suffered at the hands of government authorities.    
The classic literary work dealing with a difficult season of ministry is St. John of 
the Cross’ Dark Night of the Soul. The title of this 6th Century work gave the subject 
discussion an identifying catch phrase. This work can be found in the bibliographies of 
most research on the subject. St. John of the Cross exposes the reality that the source of 
ministry struggles may vary from situation to situation and person to person, but each 
instance can be equally intense in feelings of abandonment and deep suffering. St. John 
of the Cross gives ministry leaders the example of perseverance and coming out on the 
other side of the ministry struggle.  
Eugene Peterson’s work Under the Unpredictable Plant has become a recent 
classic for those wanting to understand their vocational calling. Peterson examines the 
ministry of Jonah and the storms he encountered. Peterson uses Jonah as a negative 
example of how one deals with difficulties in ministry juxtaposed to Paul’s positive 
example. Peterson also uses the lens of years of pastoring to contribute to the subject 
conversation. His longevity is a helpful perspective. 
 G. Lloyd Rediger authored a more recent work that has added to the conversation. 
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His 1997 Clergy Killers became an instant classic highlighting people and systems within 
congregations who take down pastors. His work offers examples of survival skills for 
those leading ministry in parish settings.  
This research project also gleaned helpful information from the recent doctoral 
research studies of Gordon C. Grieve (2006) and Hwai Teik Ong (2009). Both Grieve and 
Ong speak to the varieties of ministry struggles of ministry leaders and the many ways of 
moving through the difficult seasons. 
Research Methodology 
 In addition to an extensive literary review, the research project included a survey 
of ministry leaders serving in the Peninsula-Delaware Annual Conference of the United 
Methodist Church. This section will summarize all the components of the data research. 
The research project sought to survey the selected ministry leaders to discover details 
about difficult seasons of ministry, how those difficult seasons of ministry affected them 
personally and their ministry after the difficult seasons and finally, what was beneficial to 
these ministry leaders in recovering from the difficult seasons of ministry.    
Type of Research 
 This project utilizes a post-intervention type of research. It seeks to discover 
something that has already happened and apply the lessons to future occurrences. The 
participants in the study were asked to reflect on their own past experiences regarding 
difficult seasons of ministry. The project used a grounded theory research lens. The 
survey utilized quantitative questions to gather nominal data for the purpose of analyzing 
patterns of respondents in similar ministry situations and levels of ministry. The major 
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thrust of the data analysis came from qualitative questions that were open ended and 
asked participants to share about their personal experiences. The method for the research 
was an emailed link to a 13 question survey.   
This research project sought to build a theory of perseverance around a shared 
experience of having a unique and internal phenomenon. The phenomenon is unique; 
however, the fact that a ministry leader had the phenomenon of ministry difficulty is in 
fact a shared experience because others have had a phenomenon as well.  
Using a grounded theory research lens allows the researcher to test assumptions 
and theory brought to the project through engaging with the data collected from 
respondents speaking to unique internal phenomenon. 
Participants 
 The participants for the study were all clergy persons of the Peninsula-Delaware 
Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church. Emails of all clergy, both active and 
retired were obtained from the Annual Conference office and loaded into the survey 
website. The Conference office provided 438 email addresses.  
 The researcher is an ordained Elder in the Peninsula-Delaware Annual 
Conference of the United Methodist Church. The researcher also serves as the Annual 
Conference’s Board of Ordained Ministry Chairperson. This link serves as a resource for 
sharing best practices as well as providing project results to other conference leadership. 
Participation in the survey was strictly voluntary, and great steps were taken to ensure 
confidentiality of respondents. The project can identify those who were invited to 
participate, however the project cannot identify who participated.  
Townsend 21 
 
 
Instrumentation 
 The project utilized a survey that was sent to the participants via an email link 
through the website SurveyMonkey. The survey consisted of 13 questions. The first five 
questions were quantitative and informational such as gender, race/ethnicity, active 
clergy or retired clergy, length of ministry and ministry status. The sixth question asked 
participants to answer “yes” or “no” if they had a difficult season of ministry. If they 
answered negatively, the survey ended. If they answered in the affirmative, the survey 
continued with seven additional questions that sought to provide data for the three 
research questions of the project. Survey question #8 provided data for Research 
Question #1. Survey questions #7, #9 and #10 provided data for Research Question #2. 
Survey questions #11, #12 and #13 provided data for Research Question #3.   
Data Collection 
Data collection for this project consists of three parts: Biblical examples, relevant 
literature, and a survey sent to clergy in the Peninsula-Delaware Annual Conference of 
the United Methodist Church. The Biblical and relevant literature was researched over a 
period of three years from 2014-2017. The online survey of ministry colleagues took 
place from December 14, 2016 until December 31, 2016. The clergy on the email list 
were sent an invitation to participate in the survey on Wednesday, December 14, 2016. A 
reminder invitation was sent on Tuesday, December 27, 2016 reminding invitees that the 
link would remain live through December 31, 2016.    
The research project sought to answer three research questions through a link to 
an online survey that captured the participant’s confidential responses.  These responses, 
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coupled with the literature review, identified ways in which ministry leaders got through 
difficult seasons of ministry. This collection of responses provided a list of “best 
practices” in order to be a help for those ministry leaders who will be, or find themselves 
in difficult seasons of ministry.  
Data Analysis 
1) Analysis of Biblical sources 
An in-depth study was conducted of both Old and New Testament 
ministry leaders who went through storms. Six ministry leaders were chosen for 
the Biblical analysis: four Old Testament leaders and two New Testament leaders. 
Regrettably, all of the Biblical leaders were men. While female ministry leaders 
can certainly be found in Scripture, in depth Biblical insight into their ministry 
struggles is not sufficient. The study sought to see six different types of ministry 
difficulties.  
2) Analysis of Relevant Literature 
The project’s subject matter is relevant to the contemporary church, but 
not limited to modern leaders. If they were, there would be no need to examine 
Biblical examples. This research project is but a small portion of a much larger 
conversation wrestling with how ministry leaders handle difficult seasons of 
ministry. There is a wealth of literature to review detailing the voices that have 
come before this project. This literature has been a major source of data in 
referencing ministry leaders and evaluating the Biblical examples chosen to study.   
3) Analysis of Survey 
The survey offered to a specific group of ministry leaders serving in a 
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specific annual conference in a specific denomination allowed for analysis of 
common ministry struggles related to the participant pool. The quantitative 
portion of the survey allowed for an analysis of data to be examined with regard 
to gender, race/ethnicity, active or retired, ministry status, and years of ministry 
service. The qualitative portion of the survey allowed for in depth analysis of 
unique responses regarding what caused the ministry struggle, how the ministry 
affected the ministry leader, and what assisted the ministry leader in dealing with 
the difficult season of ministry.  
Generalizability 
 This project could be easily replicated with other groups of ministry leaders. 
Unique groups of ministry leaders could be isolated as a data source. One could replicate 
it with other Annual Conferences within the United Methodist Church quite well without 
any tweaking. Other denominations could be included with simple changes to ordination 
status questions. 
 As difficult seasons of ministry have been evident since the first ministry leader 
was called into ministry thousands of years ago and presumably will continue in the 
future, this research could be replicated with similar results.  
 
Project Overview 
 This project outlines the effects of difficult seasons of ministry on ministry 
leaders. It examined the difficult seasons of Biblical ministry leaders. It examined 
relevant literature. It researched a specific group of ministry leaders and analyzed their 
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responses. 
Chapter Two contains the review of Biblical leaders’ experiences as well as the 
review of relevant literature produced by those voices in the conversation regarding the 
subject matter before this project. Chapter Three contains the various ways the researcher 
investigated the research questions. Chapter Four will analyze the results of the data 
produced from the survey. Chapter Five will outline the study’s major findings with 
implications for sharing with current and future ministry leaders. The primary goal for 
interpretation of data is to discover “best practices” for surviving difficult seasons of 
ministry. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Overview of the Chapter 
This chapter examines a cross section of available literature related to ministry 
leaders facing difficult seasons. There are many pieces of literature and specific chapters 
or segments of the literature directed at specific problems or issues a ministry leader 
might encounter. This chapter will paint a broad brush stroke over specific ministry 
issues and lump all ministry struggles together. It is important to recognize that what is a 
debilitating struggle to one pastor may not be to another. The research will show no 
matter what the struggle, there is a possibility for transformation in the ministry leaders.  
This chapter first establishes a biblical foundation to this project by examining 
leaders in both the Old and New Testaments who experienced ministry struggles. 
Secondly, this chapter will look at theological and Methodist themes around the subject. 
Thirdly, the chapter will focus on the emerging research themes. This segment of the 
literature review examination will be formatted around the three research questions: 1) 
Causes of Difficult Seasons in Ministry, 2) Effects of Difficult Seasons of Ministry, 3) 
Getting through Difficult Seasons of Ministry. These three emerging research themes 
arise in the literature review from examining the stress faced by modern ministry leaders 
with a particular emphasis on the perceived definitions of success and failure, the 
transformation that occurs in ministry leader’s dark nights of the soul, advice on what not 
to do and what to do when a ministry leader is facing a difficult season, and purpose for 
the ministry leader’s post transformation. 
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Biblical Foundations 
In this Biblical portion of the literature review, six ministry leaders’ responses to 
difficult ministry situations are examined. Abraham was asked to itinerate. Moses 
experienced intense stress. Elijah slipped into depression. David dealt with depression, 
threats and sin. Peter denied the Lord. Paul was imprisoned. What do these biblical 
leaders show us about dealing with difficult times in ministry? 
Abraham 
 Abraham is introduced in Genesis 11:26. Through the twists and turns of this 
patriarch Abraham was tested, took matters into his own hands, and experienced God’s 
faithfulness. For the itinerate pastor who experiences a nomadic life and has to deal with 
all of difficulties and pressures of uprooting one’s family, Abraham becomes an example 
of obedience. Wilmington suggests this obedience led to Abram’s being honored. 
In about the year 2090 B.C., God called Abram to leave the comforts of his 
homeland and take his family to "the land that I will show you." Abram's speedy 
response to God's command was the first of several actions on his part that would 
earn him the title of "spiritual father of those who have faith (Romans 4:11, 16). 
(Wilmington, Genesis 12:1)  
Abram is asked by God in Genesis 12:1, “Leave your native country, your 
relatives, and your father’s family, and go to the land that I will show you” (NLT). 
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The passage also points to the faith of Abram, and teaches that faith obeys 
God. Abram was middle-aged, prosperous, settled, and thoroughly pagan. The 
word of the Lord came to Him—though it is not known exactly how—and he 
responded by faith and obediently left everything to follow God's plan. That is 
why he is the epitome of faith in the Bible (cf. Rom. 4:1-3, 16-24; Gal. 3:6-9; 
Heb. 11:8-19; James 2:21-23). (Walvoord and Zuck, Genesis 12:1) 
Keil and Delitzsch argue that Abram’s obedience triggered the Lord’s blessing. 
The word of Jehovah, by which Abram was called, contained a command and 
a promise. Abram was to leave all—his country, his kindred (see Gen 43:7), and 
his father's house—and to follow the Lord into the land which He would show 
him. Thus he was to trust entirely the guidance of God, and to follow wherever 
He might lead him. But, as he went in consequence of this divine summons into 
the land of Canaan (v. 5), we must assume that God gave him at the very first a 
distinct intimation, if not of the land itself, at least of the direction he was to take. 
That Canaan was to be his destination, was no doubt made known as a matter of 
certainty in the revelation which he received after his arrival there (v. 7).—For 
thus renouncing and denying all natural ties, the Lord gave him the inconceivably 
great promise, ‘I will make of thee a great nation; and I will bless thee, and make 
thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing.’ (Keil and Delitzsch, Gen. 12:1) 
When Abram becomes Abraham in Genesis 17, God assures him in verse 7 and 8, 
“I will confirm my covenant with you and your descendants after you, from generation to 
generation. This is the everlasting covenant: I will always be your God and the God of 
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your descendants after you. And I will give the entire land of Canaan, where you now 
live as a foreigner, to you and your descendants. It will be their possession forever, and I 
will be their God.”  
Obedience always leads to blessing. After Abraham arrived in Canaan, the 
Lord appeared to Abraham to further assure him. Abraham did not hesitate to 
confess his faith before the heathen in the land. Wherever he went, he pitched his 
tent and built his altar. (Genesis 13:3-4, 18.) The tent speaks of the pilgrim, the 
person who trusts God a day at a time and is always ready to move. The altar 
speaks of the worshiper who brings a sacrifice and offers it to God. Also, 
whenever Abraham stepped out of God's will, he lost the tent and the altar. 
(Wiersbe, Gen. 12:1)  
Abraham shows that ministry success comes from obedience even when it doesn’t make 
sense. He uprooted his family through itineracy. He trusted God and followed God’s will. 
Obedience to God’s calling is a hallmark of ministry success. 
Moses 
 Moses provides an example of a ministry leader who experiences rejection and 
stress. He spent 40 years in the wilderness shepherding his father-in-law’s sheep and then 
another 40 years struggling with the stress and constant low self-esteem that came with 
shepherding the Israelites. 
 Out in the wilderness with the Israelites, Moses is so stressed, he is ready to die. 
He says, 
“I can’t carry all these people by myself! The load is far too heavy!  If this is 
how you intend to treat me, just go ahead and kill me. Do me a favor and spare me this 
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misery!” Num. 11:14-15 (NLT) 
Moses' reaction was to ask the Lord why He was bringing this trouble on him. 
The Lord, not Moses, had created Israel as a people and had brought them into the 
wilderness. Since this was so, Moses could not and should not bear the 
responsibility for them (I cannot carry all these people by myself). If the Lord 
would not relieve him, Moses asked God if he could be put . . . to death. 
(Walvoord and Zuck, Num. 11:14-15) 
It is impossible not to sympathize with his feelings although the tone and 
language of his remonstrances to God cannot be justified. He was in a most 
distressing situation—having a mighty multitude under his care, with no means of 
satisfying their clamorous demands. Their conduct shows how deeply they had 
been debased and demoralized by long oppression: while his reveals a state of 
mind agonized and almost overwhelmed by a sense of the undivided 
responsibilities of his office. (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown, Num. 11:14-15) 
 
 Manion writes: 
There are times when God allows us-as he did the Israelites, as he did Moses-
to suffer need. This may be physical, emotional, spiritual, material, or relational. 
Such needs have a tendency either to discourage and debilitate us or to drive us 
into God’s presence where we ask for his guidance and provision. God sees us-
everything about us. He knows our need. And he is trustworthy. He wants us to 
learn to trust him to provide. (Manion, 102) 
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In Moses' complaint there is an unmistakable discontent arising from the 
excessive burden of his office. ‘Why hast Thou done evil to Thy servant? and why 
have I not found favour in Thy sight, to lay upon me the burden of all this 
people?’ The ‘burden of all this people’ is the expression which he uses to denote 
‘the care of governing the people, and providing everything for it’ (C. a. Lap.). 
This burden, which God imposed upon him in connection with his office, 
appeared to him a bad and ungracious treatment on the part of God. This is the 
language of the discontent of despair, which differs from the murmuring of 
unbelief, in the fact that it is addressed to God, for the purpose of entreating help 
and deliverance from Him; whereas unbelief complains of the ways of God, but 
while complaining of its troubles, does not pray to the Lord its God. "Have I 
conceived all this people," Moses continues, "or have I brought it forth, that Thou 
requirest me to carry it in my bosom, as a nursing father carries the suckling, into 
the promised land?" He does not intend by these words to throw off entirely all 
care for the people, but simply to plead with God that the duty of carrying and 
providing for Israel rests with Him, the Creator and Father of Israel (Ex 4:22; Isa 
63:16). Moses, a weak man, was wanting in the omnipotent power which alone 
could satisfy the crying of the people for flesh.  וּכְִּבי  יַלָע  , "they weep unto me," i.e., 
they come weeping to ask me to relieve their distress. "I am not able to carry this 
burden alone; it is too heavy for me." 
"If Thou deal thus with me, then kill me quite ( ֹגרָה inf. abs., expressive of the 
uninterrupted process of killing; see Ewald, §280, b.), if I have found favour in 
Thine eyes (i.e., if Thou wilt show me favour), and let me not see my misfortune." 
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"My misfortune:" i.e., the calamity to which I must eventually succumb. (Keil and 
Delitzsch, Num. 11:14-15) 
 
  The provocation was very great; yet Moses expressed himself otherwise than 
became him. He undervalued the honour God had put upon him. He magnified his 
own performances, while he had the Divine wisdom to direct him, and Almighty 
power to dispense rewards and punishments. He speaks distrustfully of the Divine 
grace. Had the work been much less he could not have gone through it in his own 
strength; but had it been much greater, through God strengthening him, he might 
have done it. Let us pray, Lord, lead us not into temptation. (Henry, Num. 11:14-
15) 
 
  “Moses felt overwhelmed by the complaining. He told God that the burden of 
providing for the people was too great, and asked God to just take his life and relieve him 
of his responsibilities” (Wilmington, Numbers 11:14-15). 
 Gil Rendle and Susan Beaumont dive into the need for senior ministry leadership 
to find a new way of managing ministry in the large congregation. The old relational way 
of one person doing everything is unhealthy, particularly for a bigger church. Senior 
Pastors and ministry leaders often find themselves worn out by the demands of leadership 
when they do it all themselves. They write:  
Like many high profile leaders, Moses began to do too much. Perhaps it was a 
carryover from the centrality of his role in Egypt. No one person, however, can 
know all the steps toward a vision, possess all the skills needed to get there, and 
have the endurance to provide the energy to move forward continually. It took 
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Moses’s father-in-law, Jethro, to pull an exhausted Moses aside, help him assign 
the appropriate work to others, and provide the organizational/community 
structure that would sustain the energy needed for travel. It took two brothers, 
Moses and Aaron, just to get the primary needs of the vision (Moses’s 
responsibility) and the community (Aaron’s responsibility) met. The first lesson 
in leadership was about sharing it. (Rendle & Beaumont, 9) 
 
Ministry leaders who find themselves burdened by the intense demands of their work 
would do well to follow Moses’ example of delegation and sharing ministry with the 
people God has placed around them. 
 
Elijah 
 The passage of 1 Kings 19:1-18 narrates Elijah running away after he has 
received word from Queen Jezebel that she is going to have him killed. Elijah asks the 
Lord to take his life. He runs and hides in a cave on Mt. Sinai and discovers God’s 
presence in a unique way. He is then led back into active ministry. Something happened 
to Elijah after arguably one of his greatest successes on Mt. Carmel (1 Kings 18) that 
made he want to die (1 Kings 19:4). Something happened to Elijah that made him go 
from wanting to die to moving back into active ministry (1 Kings 19:19) A major theme 
to this passage is Elijah’s feeling alone. While he has just seen the powerful presence of 
God in awesome physical displays of God’s victory over the prophets of Baal and the 
ending of a three year drought, somehow Elijah internalizes Jezebel’s threat and feels as 
if God has left him. God then reassures Elijah of God’s presence. 
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 Clarke assumes that Ahab’s message to Jezebel in v. 1 was “probably with no evil 
design against Elijah.” (Clarke, 1 Kings 19) He assumes that Elijah expected the whole 
royal court to be converted because of the powerful displays of God and yet was greatly 
discouraged when they were not. Wilmington points out that Elijah’s prayer to die was 
never answered because he was taken up in the whirlwind. Also the physical fatigue that 
Elijah experienced contributed to his depression. (Wilmington, 1 Kings 19) 
 “God thus left Elijah to himself, to show that when he was bold and strong, it was 
in the Lord, and the power of his might; but of himself he was no better than his fathers. 
God knows what he designs us for, though we do not, what services, what trials, and he 
will take care that we are furnished with grace sufficient” (Henry, 1 Kings 19). The Lord 
uses this difficult season as a humbling experience for Elijah. 
This apparent failure of his ministry was the occasion of a severe inward 
conflict, in which Elijah was brought to a state of despondency and fled from the 
land. The Lord allowed His servant to pass through this conflict, that he might not 
exalt himself, but, being mindful of his own impotence, might rest content with 
the grace of his God, whose strength is mighty in the weak (2 Cor. 12:8-9), and 
who would refine and strengthen him for the further fulfilment of his calling. 
(Keil & Delitzsch, 1 Kings 19) 
 
 One of the important findings of the research is that God allowed the depression, 
so that Elijah would know his success was not of his own strength but because of God. 
Consider Walvoord and Zuk’s commentary on this passage: 
It is remarkable that (Jezebel’s) threat terrified Elijah as it did. Ironically by 
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contrast he had told the widow in Zarephath not to be afraid (17:13). He had just 
demonstrated that the gods to whom she now appealed in her curse had no power 
at all. (Her statement that she was willing to be dealt with severely by the gods 
[cf. 2:23; 20:10; 2 Kings 6:31] points up the seriousness of her threat. She was so 
certain she would kill Elijah that she willingly put her own welfare “on the line.”) 
Evidently Elijah’s fear sprang from the power Jezebel possessed. Rather than 
resting in God for His protection as he had for the past three and one-half years, 
Elijah ran for his life. He ran all the way through the kingdom of Judah to the 
southernmost town in the land, Beersheba. 
Still fearful he might be discovered by Jezebel’s spies he told his servant to 
stay behind and he traveled alone one more day’s journey (about 15 miles) into 
the Negev desert. Finally he sat down under a broom tree (a desert bush that 
grows to a height of 12 feet and provides some, though not much, shade) and 
rested. He was so discouraged he prayed that he might die. Elijah had forgotten 
the lessons God had been teaching him at Kerith, Zarephath, and Carmel. His eyes 
were on his circumstances rather than on the LORD. His statement that he was no 
better than his ancestors (19:4) suggests that he was no more successful than his 
forefathers in ousting Baal-worship from Israel. Exhausted and discouraged, 
Elijah lay down… and fell asleep. 
Arriving at one of the mountains in the Sinai range Elijah found a cave and 
took refuge in it. There he received a revelation from God. The LORD began this 
lesson with the question, ‘What are you doing here, Elijah?’ (cf. v. 13; Gen. 3:9) 
God had not sent him here as He had directed him to other places (cf. 1 Kings 
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17:3, 9; 18:1). Elijah had run out because of fear (19:3). Elijah’s response 
revealed that he felt he was standing completely alone and defenseless against the 
ungodly forces that threatened to overpower him (cf. v. 14). Of course he knew 
that he was not the only one left of all the faithful remnant (cf. 18:13), but he felt 
all alone. Interestingly, Elijah spoke only of the Lord’s prophets being killed 
(cf. 18:13a); he made no mention of Baal’s 450 prophets who were killed. Fear 
and discouragement caused him to see only the dark side. He sensed failure in 
spite of his being zealous. Mercifully God did not lecture Elijah or chasten His 
chafed prophet. God simply gave him a demonstration of His ways. (Walvoord 
and Zuk, 1 Kings 19) 
Wiersbe’s classic commentary on this text argues that Elijah was dealing with a 
deadly combination of emotional strife, physical exhaustion, and spiritual depletion. 
Jezebel may have suspected that Elijah was a candidate for a physical and 
emotional breakdown after his demanding day on Mount Carmel, and she was 
right. He was as human as we are, and as the ancient church fathers used to say to 
their disciples, ‘Beware of human reactions after holy exertions.’ Her letter 
achieved its purpose and Elijah fled from Jezreel. In a moment of fear,
 
when he 
forgot all that God had done for him the previous three years, Elijah took his 
servant, left Israel, and headed for Beersheba, the southernmost city in Judah. 
Charles Spurgeon said that Elijah “retreated before a beaten enemy.” God had 
answered his prayer (18:36-37) and God’s hand had been upon him in the storm 
(18:46), but now he was walking by sight and not by faith. (See Ps. 16:7-8.) 
For three years, Elijah had not made a move without hearing and obeying the 
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Lord’s instructions (17:2-3, 8-9; 18:1), but now he was running ahead of the Lord 
in order to save his own life. When God’s servants get out of God’s will, they’re 
liable to do all sorts of foolish things and fail in their strongest points. 
The combination of emotional burnout, weariness, hunger, and a deep sense of 
failure, plus lack of faith in the Lord, had brought Elijah into deep depression. But 
there was also an element of pride involved, and also some self-pity, for Elijah 
was sure that his courageous ministry on Mount Carmel would bring the nation to 
its knees. Perhaps he was also hoping that Ahab and Jezebel would repent and 
turn from Baal to Jehovah. His expectations weren’t fulfilled, so he considered 
himself a failure. But the Lord rarely allows His servants to see all the good they 
have done, because we walk by faith and not by sight, and Elijah would learn that 
there were 7,000 people in Israel who had not bowed to Baal and worshiped him. 
No doubt his own ministry had influenced many of them. (Wiersbe, 1 Kings 19) 
 This depression and subsequent building back up of Elijah can be seen as a 
teaching moment from the Lord. Pride in the Lord’s servants is never good. Satan can 
take the words of others and twist them so they take root in one’s mind, and one begins to 
believe a lie. It isn’t that Jezebel wouldn’t have killed Elijah, but Wiersbe makes a good 
point. If she did indeed kill Elijah, he would have reached martyr status and been 
followed even more by his countryman.  
 Jamieson, Fausett, and Brown seem to agree with Wiersbe. They write: 
(Elijah) entered Jezreel full of hope. But a message from the incensed and 
hard-hearted queen, vowing speedy vengeance for her slaughtered priests, 
dispelled all his bright visions of the future. It is probable, however, that in the 
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present temper of the people, even she would not have dared to lay violent hands 
on the Lord’s servant, and purposely threatened him because she could do no 
more. The threat produced the intended effect, for his faith suddenly failed him. 
He fled out of the kingdom into the southernmost part of the territories in Judah; 
nor did he deem himself safe even there, but, dismissing his servant, he resolved 
to seek refuge among the mountain recesses of Sinai, and there longed for death 
(James 5:17). This sudden and extraordinary depression of mind arose from too 
great confidence inspired by the miracles wrought at Carmel, and by the 
disposition the people evinced there. Had he remained steadfast and immovable, 
the impression on the mind of Ahab and the people generally might have been 
followed by good results. But he had been exalted above measure (2 Corinthians 
12:7-9), and being left to himself, the great prophet, instead of showing the 
indomitable spirit of a martyr, fled from his post of duty. (Jamieson, Fausett & 
Brown, 1 Kings 19:1-3) 
Elijah made the mistake of thinking that he was indispensable, God’s last and 
only hope. By announcing three successors, the Lord is making it clear that he is 
never without recourse. The Aramean king, Hazael, will be God’s instrument of 
judgment on Israel. Jehu will become king of Israel and in the process bring 
God’s punishment on the house of Ahab. Elisha will continue the prophetic work 
of Elijah. (Walton, Matthews, & Chavalas, 1 Kings 19:15-16) 
Nelson suggests that Elijah wasn’t afraid; he was just disappointed in the 
seemingly never ending cycle of God’s people not repenting of their pagan worship. He 
also states that he didn’t want Jezebel to be the one to kill him, but rather the Lord. 
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Nelson writes: 
Elijah understood Jezebel’s intentions when he saw her response, and he 
realized dejectedly that the Lord’s victory on Mount Carmel would not 
necessarily bring a quick end to the paganism that was rampant in the land. Some 
ancient translations read ‘he was afraid’ instead of ‘he saw.’ However, Elijah was 
not a man of fear, and he certainly had no reason to be afraid of Jezebel since he 
knew the living God and His power. What he faced was profound disappointment. 
He saw that nothing really had changed. He saw that despite the tremendous 
demonstration of the reality of God’s power on Mount Carmel, the people would 
soon forget and would revert to their old evil ways. He ran for his life, not from 
fear, but from a desire that Jezebel not be the one to kill him. Actually he wished 
for death, but he prayed that his death would be at the Lord’s hand. (Nelson’s, 1 
Kings 19) 
Barnes’ note on 1 Kings 19:15 states: 
The answer is not a justification of the ways of God, nor a direct reproof of 
the prophet’s weakness and despondency, nor an explanation or application of 
what Elijah had seen. For the present, he is simply directed back into the path of 
practical duty. His mission is not yet over; there is still work for him to do. He 
receives special injunctions with respect to Hazael, Jehu, and Elisha; and he is 
comforted with a revelation well adapted to rouse him from his despondency: 
there are seven thousand who will sympathize with him in his trials, and who 
need his care and attention. 
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  “Elijah was not a coward (note his one-man confrontation with King Ahab and 
then with the 450 false prophets), nor was he afraid to die, but he was discouraged that he 
still seemed to have no chance of turning Israel back to God, even after his singular 
victory at Mount Carmel. Jezebel and her religious system seemed as entrenched as 
ever.” (Defender’s Study Bible, 1 Kings 19:3) 
Richards acknowledges God’s presence with Elijah throughout his difficult 
season of ministry. 
But even more, Elijah’s experience shows us how God treated His prophet’s 
depression and gives us clues to how we can help ourselves. When Elijah became 
despondent and he ran from his ministry, God was not angry. Instead God 
actually provided food to sustain Elijah while he ran (vv. 6–9). It’s easy to get 
down on ourselves when depression strikes. We need to remind ourselves that 
God is with us, bending to sustain us rather than to condemn. 
When Elijah had rested, God gave His prophet a simple task to do (vv. 15–
16). Depression often robs us of the will to act. It’s important to get up in the 
morning, and set out to perform our daily tasks. When Elijah doubted and 
complained, God reassured him. He was not alone, for God had reserved ‘seven 
thousand in Israel—all whose knees have not bowed down to Baal’ (v. 18). 
Remembering that we’re not alone in our experience can help. 
Finally, God gave Elijah a friend and companion to be with him (vv. 19–21). 
Having someone who cares is important, even if they don’t know what to say or 
do to lift our mood. (Richards, Reading 75 March 15) 
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 Elijah teaches the modern ministry leader to be aware of the spiraling tentacles of 
depression. Depression may even come directly after seeing some of God’s greatest 
miracles in ministry. Elijah’s story assures readers that God is present. Believers are not 
alone. “Success” in ministry has nothing to do with great victories or accomplishments. 
Success in ministry is being able to hear the whisper of God and obey it. The ministry 
leader must practice discipleship and spiritual formation. It is in the spiritual disciplines 
that one will sharpen their ability to hear the whisper of God.   
David 
 David dealt with the struggles of having a prophetic word spoken over him (1 
Sam. 16:12-13) and experiencing a lengthy amount of time before it came true. Many 
young ministry leaders show gifts for ministry and are recognized by church elders. The 
elders speak a prophetic word of vision into their souls. The youthful leaders are charged 
up for ministry and sent out into difficult situations where they fail to see the vision come 
into fruition. 
Pete Wilson’s work entitled Plan B is not specifically written for church 
leadership issues, but it is filled with guidance for navigating situations where God does 
not seem to work in the way one thought He should. His work has extensive Biblical 
examples.  
 Wilson uses David as an example of going through a season of difficulty where 
things do not turn out quite the way he thought they would. While David was anointed to 
be king by Samuel, he had to wait. He experienced Saul’s envy and figured God was not 
accomplishing the things David was led to believe were going to happen. David 
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panicked. Wilson writes:  
I believe David is making a huge mistake-the same mistake so many of us 
have made throughout our lifetimes. He assumes he understands God and his 
ways. He thinks he knows what God should be doing. And when God doesn’t 
handle things the way he expected, David just gives up. There is a very important 
lesson here for every one of us. We get ourselves into all kinds of trouble when 
we assume God must think and feel as we do. (Wilson 16-17) 
David not only sees his dream of becoming king slipping away, he experiences 
the wrath of Saul’s jealousy. In examining David’s flight from an enraged King Saul, 
Wilson writes: 
Here’s something I’ve learned from this page in David’s life and from my 
own experience. When it becomes apparent your dreams are not coming true and 
you feel you’ve been stripped of everything, this is no time to run. It’s no time to 
take things into your own hands. It’s definitely not the time to turn your back on 
God. Your dreams may not be happening, and things aren’t turning out the way 
you expected, but that doesn’t mean your life is spinning out of control. It just 
means you’re not in control. It’s in those moments you can learn to trust the only 
one who has ever had control in the first place. (Wilson 21-22) 
 Not only does David wrestle with the prophecy of his becoming King not coming 
true yet, but he also has to deal with King Saul, his father-in-law, turning on him and 
threatening David’s life. David cries out in Psalm 6:2-3 that his “soul is in anguish,” his 
“bones are in agony.” He states in Psalm 6:6-7 “I am worn out from sobbing. All night I 
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flood my bed with weeping, drenching it with my tears. My vision is blurred by grief; my 
eyes are worn out because of all my enemies.”  
“David felt physically dull and prematurely old because he was so 
discouraged and drained. David’s emotional depression was a normal response to 
prolonged threats on his life. He was neither mentally ill nor spiritually bankrupt. 
He was simply responding from his emotional makeup. Unlike many current 
pastoral leaders, David openly and transparently acknowledged and recorded his 
true emotions, which undoubtedly was a part of the therapeutic process that led 
him back to emotional equilibrium.”  (Walls 44) 
 David displays a deep spiritual relationship with the Lord. He knew God in the 
difficulty of waiting. He knew God in the difficulty of living life on the run. Once he 
became King, David continued his walk with the Lord. Lewis Parks and Bruce Birch deal 
with church leadership from the perspective of 1 & 2 Samuel. They write: 
It is the witness of the books of Samuel that the secret of leadership is a robust 
intimacy with God. Traits and situations count, but they are not the overriding 
factor. David, dances with abandon before the Lord as the ark is brought into 
Jerusalem, is more the self-differentiated leader so highly prized in contemporary 
leadership literature. He is abandoned to God, leaping above the shame of 
institutional taboos and given over to inspirations and interruptions in ways that 
make him a leader after God’s own heart. (Parks & Birch 12)  
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To be set apart for leadership is not a call to be isolated and lonely, but a call 
to recognize our connection to God as the defining element in our lives” (Parks & 
Birch 85). Parks and Birch examine the sin of envy and status climbing among 
church leadership that brings about many of the difficult seasons. “The point here 
is that leadership crises are met first by simple acts of faith and not sweeping 
programs of change. If the sheep are to have an adequate shepherd, the task will 
begin with what God is doing among the sheep and not with the shepherd’s 
standing in the guild of shepherds (Parks & Birch 32). 
 (Envy) can rob church leaders of focus, of the ability to receive the work 
of ministry as a demanding but absorbing call from God with its own rewards for 
service faithfully rendered. And it is often the precursor to more dramatic and 
destructive behavior such as infidelity, crime, or subversion. (Parks & Birch 60-
61) 
 David is a prime example of a ministry leader succumbing to envy and sexual 
temptation. Charles Swindoll writes, “Our most difficult times are not when things are 
going hard. Hard times create dependent people. You don’t get proud when you’re 
dependent on God. Survival keeps you humble. Pride happens when everything is 
swinging in your direction” (Swindoll, David 183).  
David may have fallen prey to sin because his success had made him vulnerable. 
Swindoll continues: 
David stood on the roof of that palace in the night air, with no one else 
around, and lost all cognizance of who he was or what would happen if he fell 
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into that sin. As the smoldering desire down inside burst into flames, God became 
quite distant and unreal to him. He forgot that he was God’s man. He forgot all 
the lessons he had learned during the days of his youth and during his fugitive 
years in the wilderness. He forgot God! (Swindoll, David 186) 
His sin of adultery with Bathsheba results in bitter consequences with the death of 
a child. David experiences God saying “No” to a prayer to save the child. (2 Sam. 12:16, 
22-23) The Lord also tells David “No” when he wants to build a temple for the Lord. (1 
Chron. 28:2-3). 
 Swindoll writes that David “had just heard God tell him, ‘The answer is ‘no’. 
You’re not going to execute that dream. I’m pleased to know such a noble thought was in 
your heart, but it’s not in My plan.’…’Dream or no dream, I’m a blessed person,’ says 
David. Here is more evidence that David was a man after God’s own heart.” (Swindoll, 
David 163-4) 
 Swindoll points out that David, like many ministry leaders caught in sin, 
panicked. Swindoll continues:  
When David got the news (that Bathsheba was pregnant), he had a decision to 
make. He could go before God and declare himself completely contaminated, 
sinful, guilty, and then declare to his counselors and the nation, ‘I have sinned.’ 
Obviously, that was exactly what he should have done. Or he could go the route 
of deception and hypocrisy. Sadly, David chose the latter, which led him further 
into sin-including the horrific act of murder. (Swindoll, David 189)  
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Psalm 51 shows David as a broken man who has been confronted by his sin. It is 
in this wonderful expression of guilt and begging the Lord for forgiveness that the text 
displays an example of honest and genuine ministry leadership. Ministry leaders who are 
broken, humbled and repentant are ones that God can use to send back into ministry with 
a complete understanding of whose ministry it really is. Pride and envy are no longer 
driving the vision. The repentant ministry leader now experiences God creating a “pure 
heart” and a renewed spirit within them” (Ps. 51:10). 
 David demonstrates patience in waiting for the Lord’s word to come into being. 
He trusted in God’s protection when threatened and wrestled with depression. His story 
ultimately emphasizes the importance of repentance when one has sinned. Overall, David 
displays a deep and intimate relationship with God that is a key in navigating many 
different phases of leadership. 
Peter 
 Peter is the rock on whom the Christian church was built. His leadership among 
the disciples and the early church is irrefutable. His tragic flaw, if any, can be traced to 
his lack of patience and his quick response sometimes without thinking. Peter’s threefold 
denial of Christ after Jesus was arrested came from a frightened man whose world was 
spinning out of control. Peter must have spent the days while Jesus was in the tomb 
wrestling with intense guilt over his actions and wishing he could have turned back time 
in order to act differently when confronted with his association with Jesus. 
 Like many ministry leaders wallowing in shame and guilt for their actions, Peter 
is approached by a resurrected Christ. It is Peter’s response to Jesus’ grace that must 
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strengthen and frame everything he does for the advancement of the Kingdom of Christ. 
Peter’s words as an older mentor capture the image of a man who has suffered but been 
restored. “In his kindness God called you to share in his eternal glory by means of Christ 
Jesus. So after you have suffered a little while, he will restore, support, and strengthen 
you, and he will place you on a firm foundation” (1 Peter 5:10). 
 The original Greek of John’s writing in John 21:15-17 shows Jesus’ grace goes to 
Peter’s level when Peter admits he can’t get to the level of Christ.  
Three times the Lord asked Peter if Peter loved Him. The first two times, 
Christ used the word , signifying a love of commitment, a love of the will. 
Peter responded with the word , indicating his strong emotion for the 
Lord. The word suggests warmth, fondness, and friendship. When Peter 
acknowledged that he loved Christ, the Lord gave him the task of feeding His 
lambs and taking care of His sheep. Expressing love for Christ implies accepting a 
duty to do the work of God and to be faithful. Peter had some difficulty with such 
faithfulness during Christ’s earthly ministry. As Christ was getting ready to 
depart, He wanted to elicit a commitment from Peter.  
The third time Jesus asked Peter if he loved Him He used the word , 
indicating strong friendship. Christ had taught that a friend who loves will lay 
down his life for a friend. Peter, instead, had denied Christ three times. With 
Peter’s final response, “‘You know that I love you,’ Christ had drawn a 
commitment from Peter and assured the other disciples of the bond between 
Himself and Peter. In the process, He demonstrated His complete forgiveness of 
Peter. With this exchange, the Lord restored Peter to a position of leadership in 
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the ongoing ministry of the gospel. (Nelson’s, John 21:15)  
 Wilmington acknowledges: 
Jesus singled out Peter for a special leadership assignment (John 21:15-17). In 
asking Peter if he loved him, Jesus used the word , sacrificial love, while 
Peter's response was only , or brotherly love. This was perhaps humility 
on Peter's part, as he bitterly recalled having denied the Lord. The third time Jesus 
asked Peter if he loved him, he too used , graciously meeting Peter at his 
level of ability to respond. The seriousness of his charge to Peter, however, did 
not change. In fact, Jesus told Peter that he would mature to self-sacrificing love 
and would one day give his life for his Lord (John 21:18). He then repeated the 
very first command he had ever given Peter: "Follow me" (Matthew 4:19). 
(Wilmington, John 21:15-19) 
Peter shows the ministry leader what it is like to stay in the presence of the Lord 
and experience His grace when we have really messed up. Peter’s restoration shows that 
God’s grace picks believers back up and sends them out into ministry. 
Paul 
 Paul is the perfect example of a ministry leader who experienced great success in 
church planting yet suffered at the hands of the authorities. He was beaten, run out of 
town, shipwrecked, and imprisoned. Through it all he felt God’s presence and clung to a 
strong sense of calling from the Lord. Paul did not give up. He finished well and shows 
ministry leaders how to have a prolonged ministry. 
 Eugene Peterson in Under the Unpredictable Plant compares the pastor’s 
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vocational journey to the Biblical narrative of Jonah. In his assessment of the storm Jonah 
experienced, he also highlights the storm that shipwrecked Paul in the book of Acts. The 
storm is utilized by God to reveal something in the pastor. Peterson writes, “Trouble, at 
least extreme trouble, storm-trouble, strips us to the essentials and reveals the basic 
reality of our lives. In Jonah it was prayerlessness, in Paul prayerfulness. The storm 
revealed Jonah to be a prophet who did not pray. The storm revealed Paul to be an apostle 
who prayed” (Peterson, Under 71). 
 Peterson adds that the storms of our lives strike to the heart of our control issues. 
“As we listen to these stories and let the storm metaphor and prayer action give shape to 
our vocations, we gradually loosen our grip on our job descriptions and ease ourselves 
into our God-called work” (Peterson, Under 71-72). When Jonah finds himself sitting 
back and waiting for God to do what Jonah thinks God should do, we see an honest 
argument with God. “Quarreling with God is a time-honored biblical practice: Moses, 
Job, David, and St. Peter were all masters at it. It is a practice in which men and women 
in ministry have much practice. We get a lot of practice in this because we are dealing 
with God in some way or other most of the time, and God doesn’t behave the way we 
expect.” (Peterson, Under 157) 
 Paul’s perspective of his suffering, even the possibility has an air of calmness, 
emanating from his understanding that death would only bring him closer to the Jesus he 
served.  
Paul admits, however, that at one stage he had to face the possibility that he 
would be executed (Phil. 1:20-25). Like all his contemporaries he knew that the 
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arbitrary abuse of authority was restrained only by the fear of reprisals. As an 
outsider lacking any high level local support in Ephesus, there was no way he 
could create difficulties for the proconsul of Asia. Paul confessed that death 
greatly appealed to him, not because he was tired of life or afraid of suffering, but 
because it would mean union with Christ. (O’Conner 221) 
The book of Philippians contains a rich autobiographical account of Paul 
during what may be metaphorically described as a wintry season of his life and 
ministry. This account gives us a surprisingly optimistic portrayal of Paul, given 
his experience of house arrest. Paul in Philippians is emotionally healthy. Indeed, 
Paul describes himself as having learned the secret of contentment (4:2). (Grieve 
56) 
“Paul had a unique perspective on success and failure. For him the only failure 
would be the defeat of the gospel, which ultimately could not happen. Given the 
hardships he had already experienced, Paul was clearly not overly concerned about a 
guilty verdict (2 Cor. 11:21-29)” (Grieve 69). 
The problem of suffering has confounded philosophers and theologians 
throughout the millennia. Paul provides a unique perspective in biblical 
literature. For him, suffering is not retributive but beneficial. Although 
previously he had struggled with and requested deliverance from a ‘thorn in the 
flesh,’ the promise of God to manifest his glory through Paul’s weakness was put 
to the test and evidently proven through Paul’s experience in prison. Another 
unique perspective in Paul’s theodicy is his conviction, that suffering for Jesus 
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Christ, deepens one’s experience of fellowship with Christ.  (Grieve 70) 
While Grieve suggests that Paul’s suffering was beneficial, Swindoll adds that 
the contentment Paul found while enduring the suffering was a learned behavior.  
Paul writes simply, ‘I have learned’ to be content. Contentment results from 
an attitude that is learned, having been deliberately cultivated over time. Attitude 
governs contentment. By the time Paul reached Rome, battered and bruised from 
the battles of his missionary journeys, including most recently, the shipwreck 
experience, his resolve had grown impregnable. Through the power of Christ Paul 
had learned to encounter a broad spectrum of stressful situations without letting 
circumstances impact him negatively. He had learned how to sustain an excellent 
attitude. He rose above his circumstances. He had learned to live beyond them. 
(Swindoll, Paul 303-4) 
Lasting pastoral ministry with a golden ending rests on these important truths 
that Paul exemplified as a pastor in relationship with the church in Philippi: living 
in union, or exchanged life, with Christ; possessing a growing sense of divine 
purpose and destiny; treading a lifelong learning posture of resolute obedience; 
leading a missional life that both in proclamation and presence, draws men and 
women to Christ; recognizing the imperative of emotional and psychological 
wellness found in personal and communal relationships; and, being empowered 
and liberated by a theology of weakness that transforms sufferings and powerless 
situations into contentment and the occasion for Christ to manifest his strength. 
(Ong 39) 
Townsend 51 
 
 
Paul shows ministry leaders that in order to have a long and fruitful ministry; one 
must be a person of deep prayer. That prayer life will maintain a connection with the 
Lord when the difficult seasons of ministry come. Paul shows us the unique perspective 
of weakness being where God is strong. Weakness and storms transform the ministry 
leader into one who is content no matter what happens. 
Biblical Conclusion 
 In examining six biblical leaders, believers are assured that ministry leadership is 
not easy. Each leader provides a unique perspective on how to deal with leadership 
struggles. Like Abraham, leaders may be asked to itinerate and show faithfulness to God 
through obedience. Like Moses, leaders may be burdened by intense stress or demanding 
work and share ministry through delegation. Like Elijah, leaders may experience 
profound success and then slip into depression, all the while recognizing the profound 
presence of God. Like David, ministry leaders may have to deal with threats and sin, 
boldly trusting God and repenting. Like Peter, ministry leaders may deny God and 
receive the Lord’s grace and restoration. Like Paul, leaders may suffer and realize the 
storms of life transform and allow for contentment. Perseverance in ministry seems to be 
about one’s connection to a God of strength, grace and guidance. The healthier the 
ministry leader’s spiritual disciplines, the healthier the ministry leader. 
Theological Foundations 
Denominational Foundations 
John Wesley, Charles Wesley and Francis Asbury 
United Methodists look to founders John and Charles Wesley as their founders. 
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American Methodists particularly honor the contributions of pioneer Bishop Francis 
Asbury. It would be complete failure of a research project led by a United Methodist 
clergy who is studying ministry struggles of United Methodist clergy to not dig into the 
ministry struggles of the founders and early leaders of the movement. Miller observes in 
his article: 
John Wesley stands as a symbol of faith and dedication to God in the midst of 
great turmoil. As Wesley and the Methodists began their preaching across 
England, they were met with great persecution. It is John Wesley, and men and 
women of like character, who inspire me to pursue God no matter the cost. John 
Wesley was a man who devoted his life to serving God. Examining his life 
challenges me to devote more time and effort to the work God has placed before 
me. Ministry is not a job, it is a choice to live my life in service to God and His 
people. Wesley knew this and practiced it without fear or hesitation. To have the 
courage and the dedication to serve God with all his heart and soul and strength is 
one challenge Wesley lays before the feet of all Christians. (Miller) 
Brothers John and Charles Wesley felt called to the American Colonies. They 
went to Georgia seeking to serve God as spiritual leaders and missionaries. John went as 
Minister of the Savannah Parish. Charles went as a secretary to Governor Ogelthorpe. 
They set sail for Georgia on October 14, 1735. Charles didn’t last a year in the colony. 
He left in July of 1736. 
Ross & Stacy state in their article: 
(John) Wesley left Georgia a defeated man on December 22, 1737. In his 
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eyes, he was a failure as his goals of preaching to the masses and teaching the 
Indians of Christ were never realized. He had been uncompromising in his beliefs 
and standards, a man that could not be persuaded to change his ideals through 
coercion. Although Wesley left in disappointment, he did accomplish much more 
than he realized at the time. (Ross & Stacey) 
Wesley, while thinking he was a failure, indeed left a legacy in Savannah, 
Georgia and America in general. Hindsight would challenge Wesley’s definition of 
success. One of Wesley’s counterparts, George Whitefield, “founded Bethseda, an 
orphanage for boys, established in 1740 which thrives today in Savannah” point out Ross 
& Stacy. The great leader of American Methodism, Francis Asbury was sent by John 
Wesley. Wesley established Christ Church, the first Anglican Church in Savannah. 
Methodism is alive and well today in Savannah and clearly embraces its rich heritage left 
by John Wesley. 
Wesley’s legacy included the first Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
Francis Asbury. The horseback riding circuit rider certainly wrestled with the physical 
hardships of a frontier preacher all the while battling the weather. Asbury’s Journal entry 
on June 13, 14 and 15, 1780 states: 
Tuesday, and Wednesday.  
Providence dark; my spirits much dejected. 
Wednesday, 14.  
Cannot read, write, think, pray, or speak much, I have such pain; but I 
trust in the Lord. It is no matter where I die, if in the Lord; I commend all 
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to him: the more I suffer, the better it will be in the end, if it is for souls I 
labour and suffer. 
Thursday, 15.  
I am better in health; but have the toothache violently, and am forced to 
use tobacco, that I had laid aside; but putting this in my tooth, I found some relief. 
Lord, give me patience! I am never so holy as when travelling and preaching: I 
hope to set out again tomorrow. Lord, give me patience under all my suffering, 
and a happy issue out of all, in thine own time! Have read as far as Isaiah, in 
going through my Bible; have but little time. I see the need of returning to my 
twelve times of prayer; I have been hindered and interrupted by pains and fevers. 
Pain is trying; but I am kept from murmuring hitherto. Satan has tried me, and I 
have had some dejection of spirit. Lord, keep me every moment! (Asbury 715) 
Francis Asbury struggled as leader of the American Methodist movement during 
the American Revolution. Most Methodists, because of their association with the 
Anglican Church of England, were accused of being loyal to England. Each colony 
required its citizens to recite an oath of loyalty to the revolution. Asbury left Maryland 
which required a rigid oath and military support for Delaware, which had a more relaxed 
oath. He found asylum in Delaware by staying with Judge Thomas White from 1778-
1780. When White was arrested early in Asbury’s stay, Asbury fled to a Delaware swamp 
and hid from authorities. Asbury wrestled with the moral decisions of opposing the 
violence of war while not opposing the colonies quest for independence.  
John Wesley acknowledged the difficulties of life for all Christians. He believed 
the Christian character abounding with hope in Christ should give thanks in all things. He 
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writes: 
And he who hath this hope, thus full of immortality, in everything giveth 
thanks, as knowing this (whatsoever it is) is the will of God in Christ Jesus 
concerning him. From Him, therefore, he cheerfully receives all, saying, ‘Good is 
the will of the Lord;’ and whether He giveth or taketh away, equally blessing the 
name of the Lord. Whether in ease or pain, whether in sickness or health, whether 
in life or death, he giveth thanks from the ground of the heart to Him who orders 
it for good; into whose hands he hath wholly committed his body and soul, ‘as 
into the hands of a faithful Creator.’ (Wesley 18) 
“Moreover, throughout his career, Wesley underscored the necessity of the new 
birth not only for holiness, but also for happiness. He reasoned that as long as pride, self-
will, and idolatry, the general sources of misery, reign in the heart, there can be no place 
for happiness” (Collins 107). 
Both John and Charles Wesley struggled with difficulties in ministry prior to their 
Aldersgate experiences. In many ways, their journeys through fiery seasons led to 
experience the richness of God’s grace. They both experienced troubling ministry lessons 
in Georgia.  
The disaster was shared by both, but the details were different. In admirable 
but naïve candor John reported the whole-or almost the whole-story in his journal. 
Charles learned about jealousy and rumor-mongering-or backbiting as the term 
went. John learned about Indians, about colonists, about the wrong ways of 
maintaining discipline, and above all, about women. (Norwood 25) 
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John Wesley returned to England after being sued and ostracized for his refusal to 
admit Sophy Hopkey Williamson to the sacrament of communion. Mrs. Williamson had 
run off to get married after John would not ask for her hand in marriage, yet clearly loved 
her. Charles had already gone home when John’s ship reached England.  
As he (John) approached the familiar shores he reflected that he, ‘who went to 
America to convert others, was never myself converted to God.’ The next four 
months were a time of trouble, of deep spiritual struggle and searching. Charles 
also was afflicted, and in addition, with serious pleurisy. Under these gloomy 
surroundings (outward and inward) the Wesleys felt their way from uncertain 
hope to assured faith. They were not to arrive, as some would like to interpret the 
Aldersgate experience, all in one sudden jump. Rather the process was much more 
complex and involved a series of steps. (Norwood 26) 
 Indeed, the journey of many steps for the Wesleys to come through a difficult 
season of ministry is certainly in line with the great theological gift the Wesleys gave to 
the theology of grace. Even though one is saved or justified, one continues along a 
journey with the Lord. This journey of maturity and added grace for the journey would 
line up with their theology of perfecting grace. 
Causes of Difficult Seasons of Ministry 
Charles Perry details his own struggle as a pastor that led to burnout. He writes: 
I must confess that I had to deal with the sin of pride as a young minister. 
Pride easily creeps in when you keep hearing your parents say, ‘This is our son, 
the seminary graduate and minister.’ . . . After a few years of ministry, I learned 
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the other side of that career . . . frustrations, stresses, disappointments and 
discouragements. . . . Let me hasten to add that I am certain I, at one time or 
another, was guilty of establishing the professional mystique in the heart of some 
young person. . . . Professional mystique was certainly an element leading to my 
own burnout. How responsible was I for my own naiveté, and could my 
disappointment have been avoided by some concerned minister giving me the 
whole picture? My ignorance was not bliss. (Perry 54) 
Forney’s work on resilience in religious leaders speaks to reasons for what he 
calls burnout.  
For clergy, burnout appears to be most acute among people who entered their 
first call with especially high ideals. Their hopes of being able to ‘make an 
immediate difference’ and ‘change the world’ are dashed when they encounter 
dysfunctional organizational systems that are entrenched in ritual and tradition, 
troubled parishioners who are often perceived as unappreciative, and the inability 
of their denomination to help them. Moreover, the spiral down into burnout is 
something that debilitates both the clergy person’s and the congregation’s 
ministry.  
Burnout occurs within all helping professions and is recognized as a 
combination of (a) emotional exhaustion (e.g., feeling drained by work, fatigued 
in the morning, often frustrated), (b) depersonalization (e.g., have become 
calloused by job, treat people like objects, feel others blame you for their 
problems), and (c) reduced personal accomplishment (inefficiency, negative 
influence on others, lack of empathy). Teachers get fed up with being 
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disciplinarians, nurses get distressed when patients die, and police officers get 
disheartened having to constantly deal with workplace violence. Burnout, though, 
is not the only negative consequence of overstressed clergy. Even if a clergy 
person does not leave pastoral ministry because of adversity, his or her creativity 
and enthusiasm are dampened, leaving the clergy person to function increasingly 
in a maintenance role rather than as the bringer of good news. (Forney 2-3) 
 
The busyness of the church, the demands to be on call 24 hours a day seven days 
a week, unscriptural job descriptions, and an unhealthy desire to be all things to all 
people all seem to contribute to the stress load of a ministry leader. Pastors often define 
success and failure in worldly terms such as numeric gains that are tangible. Faithfulness 
in a specific calling to a certain ministry setting may not be able to be judged by the same 
metrics as the church across the street.  
Speed Leas in chapter seven, “Discerning the Causes” of the book Mastering 
Conflict & Controversy, boils the causes of church conflict down to four things. “As I’ve 
worked with congregations over the years, I’ve found that conflict has its roots in four 
areas: poor relationships, personal shortcomings (of people and pastor), unsolved 
problems, and congregational patterns of behavior.” (Dobson, Leas, & Shelley 96). 
This brings us to the most important question of all: What constitutes failure 
in ministry? So far we have been measuring success or failure in terms of the size 
of a congregation and its financial affluence; if the number of persons attending 
services increases and the budget grows, then surely we must be succeeding. 
Anxiously we examine the church service record at the end of the year to see if 
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our statistics show that ‘growth’ has taken place. We can hardly help but be 
impressed with ourselves if our congregation appears to be flourishing and our 
budget increasing, and conversely, feel diminished and unimportant if it is not. In 
the former case we hold our head high among our clergy brothers and sisters; in 
the latter case we may look enviously upon the seemingly successful person 
whose congregation is ‘on the way up.’                                                      
The fact is that success in spiritual matters is difficult to measure. An increase 
in the size and financial affluence of a congregation is a handy measure of 
something, but it may not measure spiritual success. Indeed, the ‘successful’ 
church may not be serving God’s purposes at all; it may be serving the purposes 
of human egocentricity. (Sanford, 80-81) 
Ministry leaders usually have a fire in their bellies when they are called into 
ministry. They have received a call from the God of the universe. They are fired up and 
ready to advance the Kingdom of God. Unfortunately, once released into structured 
ministry those same leaders often experience a snuffing out of that fire from winds 
blowing in all different directions.  
The less seasoned church leader is at risk to failure early in ministry as they come 
up against unanticipated obstacles says Dan Dick in Bursting the Bubble. He writes: 
Pastors in first appointments and assignments are often startled, frustrated, and 
disillusioned by the expectations they encounter when they begin their ministry. 
Numerous clergy leaders come to ministry with a very specific sense of calling 
and service, but the reality of leading a congregation often buries that vision and 
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worldly demands pull them in completely different directions. Going to 
committee meetings, overseeing finance campaigns, negotiating copier contracts, 
monitoring custodial duties, and mediating skirmishes between the organist and 
the choir director expand to completely eradicate the grandest plan for 
evangelizing the city and saving the world. Before long, the busyness of running 
the church displaces the business of being the church. (Dick 51-52)   
Church members have an inadequate understanding of what a pastor’s job 
should involve, and that understanding is often grossly unscriptural. Many church 
members think that it is the pastor’s job to do all the visiting, witnessing, and 
outreach. Such an attitude, while denied by many, is borne out by the average 
church’s actions. God did not call pastors to win the world alone. The Great 
Commission was given to all Christians. Yet when a pastor fails to grow a lazy 
church, he is the one blamed for the shortcoming. (Blosch 159) 
Even when there is outward success, the ministry leader can be going through a 
difficult season because they have not paid attention to their own spiritual formation. In 
chapter two, “Cultivating Closeness with God” of the book Mastering Personal Growth, 
Maxie Dunnam describes a season of ministry right after seminary in the late 1950’s 
when he was asked to organize a new church start.  
From a church growth perspective, it was a huge success. With rapid growth, 
a new building, and suburban prosperity, the church was the Cinderella of our 
conference. But increasingly I was miserable. I felt like an organization man, not 
a man of God. I wasn’t taking my directions from the Lord. In the midst of a 
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thriving church setting, I felt far from God. For a while I thought seriously about 
leaving the ministry. 
In retrospect, I see I was running on my own power, relying on my own 
resources. But I didn’t know how to do otherwise. There was no question about 
my commitment to Christ or my call to preach. It was a matter of power, spiritual 
power: the inner resources for living with a strength not my own. Seminaries at 
the time didn’t offer help on spiritual formation. In short, my relationship with 
God was hardly more than a formality. (Dunnam, MacDonald, & McCullough 27-
28) 
Lehr makes the argument that clergy burnout is a result of codependence issues 
both on the part of the pastor and the church. He explores how different Meyers-Briggs 
personality traits and the propensities that go with them are affected by these issues.  
 We pastors are tempted to play God because we identify so closely with God. 
Jokes about a ‘Messiah Complex’ remind us of this temptation. But a subtler sin 
against limits is the one in which we pastors act as if we do not or should not have 
the same limits of energy, insight, and time that we know other human beings 
have. We pretend we can actually take over responsibility for another person’s 
life, marriage, family, faith, or for a congregation’s growth in grace. We pretend 
that our marriage, families, and financial affairs will not fail like everyone else’s 
when we don’t give them appropriate attention. We pretend we can go on and on 
without proper rest, change of pace, exercise, nutrition, and spiritual nurture, and 
that there will be no consequences. We pretend that, because we are in this noble 
Townsend 62 
 
 
calling called ‘the ministry’ we somehow become free of human limits. (Rediger, 
Coping 29) 
When asked “What trips up most leaders?” Robert Clinton responded in an 
interview:  
Few leaders finish well. The ones that don’t finish well predominantly lose it 
in the middle game, not in the end game. In looking at leaders who don’t finish 
well, I have identified six barriers that stop them. One is pride. There is a proper 
pride in recognizing who you are and operating out of what God’s done for you, 
but there is also the danger of an inordinate pride, a pridefulness. Abuse of power 
is another. It happens when leaders operate unjustly or unfairly with people or 
because of their position and they start taking privileges or they influence people 
wrongly. A third one is lack of integrity with finances. That includes everything 
you can think of, embezzling, using funds that were earmarked for something 
else, not good accounting. Family issues, all the way from divorce or 
dysfunctional relationships between husband and wife or children, are a fourth 
barrier. Sexual issues are the fifth barrier and I’m not talking about simply 
adulterous affairs. I’m talking pornography and other sexually related issues. The 
last barrier is plateauing. Some plateauing is good. If you’ve been through 
something intense, it allows you to take a step back but over the long haul, you’ve 
got to move on and off the plateau. (qtd. in Childress)  
 “The ministering person is like Sisyphus in Greek mythology, whose fate it was 
to have to push a great stone up a mountain only to have it roll down again just before 
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reaching the top. This feeling that a job is endless, that you never quite reach the top of 
the mountain no matter how hard you try, can lead to exhaustion.” (Sanford 6) 
The causes of difficult seasons of ministry can be a minister’s sin of pride, 
attempting to be all things to all people, or spiritual unpreparedness for the immense task 
of ministry. Difficult seasons of ministry can come from forces beyond the ministry 
leader’s control. Difficult seasons of ministry can come as a result of other people’s sin or 
mistakes as well. 
Effects of Difficult Seasons of Ministry 
The research conducted on clergy stress and burnout over the past several decades 
has well documented in the religious-leadership environment the stressors that create 
similar scenarios. Conflict in the church and in the home, role ambiguity and role 
overload, chronic familial stress stemming from low income and long work hours, and 
profound loneliness all contribute to overstressed and burned-out clergy. Todd Hall 
defines clergy burnout as “a process and condition in which chronic stress from 
interpersonal contact leads to emotional and/or physical exhaustion, decreased 
productivity, dehumanized treatment of clients, marital conflict, loneliness, 
psychosomatic illness, and a substantial decrease in enjoyment of interpersonal 
relationships both inside and outside of work.” (Forney 1) 
Today’s pastors face unprecedented challenges in ministry. Whether just out 
of seminary, in mid-career, or looking toward the horizon of retirement after four 
decades of faithful ministry, most pastors work hard and seek to respond ably to 
congregant needs. Week after week, they preach the gospel with fidelity and care, 
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and often go straight from the pulpit to care for the infirm, the sick and the dying. 
Yet many of today’s best pastors are near burnout, physically, emotionally and 
spiritually. They still go about their tasks with grace and commitment and lead 
their congregations with integrity, but find themselves losing their focus and 
feeling fatigued as they race from one ‘urgent’ task to another, finding little time 
or support for creative discernment about what is most important in life and 
ministry. They don’t know how to set and keep priorities for their own health and 
well-being. The fiery vision that brought them to ministry is often eclipsed in the 
course of performing the day-to-day repetitive tasks of ministry. (Epperly 2) 
 The temptations for ministry leaders to sin, thus creating their ministry struggle 
from their own actions, is intense for today’s clergy. Sexual misconduct, plagiarism, 
exaggeration from the pulpit or on reports, misuse of power, deception and dishonesty are 
just a few temptations. “Today’s ministers walk an ethical tightrope. At one moment they 
may serve as prophets, priests, or educators; in the next they may be administrators, 
counselors, or worship leaders. Each of these roles raises ethical dilemmas and exposes 
moral vulnerability not faced by doctors, lawyers, or other professionals.” (Trull & Carter 
11) 
 Thom Rainer’s article creates a list of observations from years of researching 
ministry leaders and their ministry environments. Here is his list of ministry struggles and 
how they affect ministry leaders: 
1. Criticism and conflict. I do have a few observations about this number one 
issue. First, it seems to be growing, and pastors seem to be experiencing 
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greater challenges. Second, most of the issues of conflict are not doctrinal 
issues. Indeed, most are trivial issues. Finally, very few pastors are 
equipped and trained to deal with the steady stream of critics and crises. 
2. Family problems. Many pastors struggle with expectations by church 
members of their spouses or children. Others struggle with finding time 
for their families. Many pastors’ families struggle with the “glass house” 
syndrome. 
3. Stress. The pastor’s life is one of emotional highs and lows. It includes 
critics and adoring fans. Expectations from church members can be 
unreasonable. The very nature of a pastor’s call into ministry can lend 
itself to seemingly unending stress. 
4. Depression. Every time I write about this topic, I hear from countless 
pastors and staff. Depression is pervasive in pastoral ministry. And it is 
often the “secret” problem. 
5. Burnout. Local church ministry can attract two broad types of persons: the 
lazy and the workaholic. Accountability is often low, and it can be easy to 
get away with little work, or to work 70 plus hours a week. I see more of 
the latter than the former. 
6. Sexual problems. These problems are most often in one of two categories: 
pornography or marital unfaithfulness. 
7. Financial problems. Most of the world hears about the few pastors who 
make huge salaries. The reality is that the majority of pastors struggle 
financially. 
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8. Time management. Expectations of pastors can be unrealistic. Pastors are 
often expected to attend multiple meetings, to visit countless congregants, 
to prepare sermons with excellence, to provide ongoing strategic 
leadership, to conduct weddings and funerals, and to be involved in the 
community. Many pastors don’t know how or when to say “no.” And 
many are not good at delegating, or they really don’t have anyone who can 
handle some of their responsibilities. 
 Most pastors love their callings. Most pastors enjoy most of what they do 
in ministry. And most pastors wouldn’t change their role if they could. Still, many 
pastors have ongoing challenges and struggles. And many would gladly receive 
help from church members, a word of encouragement from most anyone, and the 
knowledge that others are praying for them. (Rainer, Eight) 
 When ministry leaders are attacked, fall into sin or feel they have failed, they 
often feel they have been abandoned by the God who originally placed that ministry fire 
in their belly. Many enter into a prolonged period of depression and inner struggle often 
referred to as the “dark night of the soul.” 
St. John of the Cross speaks to the variety of hard times in his classic sixth 
century work, Dark Night of the Soul. “Internal aridities may not always be the result of 
the night of sensory perfection. Sometimes they arise from transgressions and 
imperfections, or from laziness and apathy, or from some other kind of bad humor or 
bodily weakness.” (St. John of the Cross 61) 
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When going through the “dark night of the soul” one often feels abandoned and 
wrestles with fixing the problem.   
The deep suffering of the soul in the night of sense comes not so much from 
the aridity she must endure but from this growing suspicion that she has lost her 
way. She thinks that all spiritual blessing is over and that God has abandoned her. 
She finds neither support nor delight in holy things. Growing weary, she struggles 
in vain to practice the tricks that used to yield results, applying her faculties to 
some object of meditation in hopes of finding satisfaction. She thinks that if she is 
making a conscious effort to do this and still feels nothing, then she must be 
accomplishing nothing. Nevertheless, she perseveres, plagued by reluctance and 
fatigue. In truth, though unaware, the soul has been basking in spaciousness and 
quietude, free from the manipulations of her faculties. (St. John of the Cross 67)  
Holeman and Martyn seek to address many of these issues in their work, Inside 
the Leader’s Head. They help to define the problem of difficult seasons by stating,  
Our observations reveal that church leaders in the depletion process tend to 
experience repeated episodes of explosive anger, treat all disagreements as 
personal attacks, and perceive any differences of opinion as personal challenges to 
their authority.  
When we use the phrase ‘losing your soul’ we also refer to periods of 
profound spiritual dryness that leave church leaders going through the motions of 
ministry while their hearts are far from it. Moreover we use this phrase to refer to 
times in leadership when something may happen right in the middle of 
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tremendous fruitfulness in the local church that shatters momentum and distracts 
the focus of the entire organization. Such crises can have devastating effects on 
pastors, church leaders, and congregants alike. No matter what contributes to 
church leaders’ loss of soul, at such times church leaders are in grave danger of 
acting in unholy ways. (Holeman & Martyn 6)  
This seems to imply that the church leader’s actions can bring about a difficult season by 
his or her response to something happening in the middle of a successful season.  
The difficult seasons of ministry can deeply affect ministry leaders. They may be 
forever changed by the difficult season. They become cynical and guarded for the 
remainder of their ministry. They may quit ministry altogether. On the other hand, some 
ministry leaders make it through a difficult season of ministry with a positive perspective 
change. Some feel a refining of their ministry and a refocusing on God. 
Getting Through Difficult Seasons of Ministry 
Loomis researched longevity factors in the Evangelical Free Church of America. 
While not an itinerate system like the United Methodist Church, pastors overwhelmingly 
revealed that they stayed in a pastorate as a result of God’s calling on their life, to a 
particular congregation. They had not yet felt a release from said calling. (Loomis 76)   
Some simply acknowledged that long-term effective ministry required 
commitment and perseverance by the pastor. ‘A long pastorate requires an 
unrelenting commitment to persevere so that the fruit of ministry has a chance to 
ripen.’ One pastor shared, ‘At times, it's just gritting one's teeth and doing it.’ Still 
Townsend 69 
 
 
another pastor confessed, ‘Staying at one church has not been the easy road. 
Fourteen years ago was the most painful two years I have endured in my life. We 
argued, prayed, discussed, and worked to get through it. The only thing we did not 
do is we did not give up.’ ‘An awareness of how long it takes for real change to 
happen in lives and a willingness to see it through’ concurred yet another pastor.  
A commitment to persevere through the obstacles to longevity was also 
involved. Many mentioned the need and conviction to fight ‘the grass is greener’ 
phenomenon, the ‘itchy feet’ syndrome, and the ‘stepping stone to something 
better.’ Consider the comments shared by two pastors surveyed. ‘I am under no 
illusion that things would be any better at another church.’ ‘I have had many 
times when I felt bad about the way things were going. Now, I am so pleased that 
I didn't leave. Those weren't times when God was calling me elsewhere. They 
were simply times when I was discouraged.’  
We received various comments pertaining to a pastor's commitment and perseverance. 
Some articulated the reality that change and growth in a church took time. ‘Change 
doesn't occur overnight and frequently takes years to really become part of the fabric of 
the church.’ There was also the realization that commitment and perseverance is 
personally beneficial to the pastor. A pastor bared his heart, ‘We all know that God 
matures us through the crucible of suffering, so if I run from the suffering, I may be 
running from God's process to mature me.’ (Loomis 81-82) 
Outcalt argues in his article:  
This is not to say that these difficulties have led me down the path of cynicism 
or apathy. This is not a complaint against the church, or about changing mores 
Townsend 70 
 
 
and abandonment of traditions, or a diatribe against change itself. Quite the 
contrary. Rather, the difficulties have always been where the edges of ministry are 
sharpened. And the challenges themselves—because they are so numerous, 
varied, and expansive—frequently lead us back to God’s grace in the uncertainties 
of these times. (Outcalt)  
Forney argues the asset-adversity model is applicable to the resilience of 
clergy going through difficult seasons. Forney states:  
The premise of resilience research is that if a person’s adaptive systems are in 
good working order, then his or her resilience will be robust. And, conversely, if a 
person does not have the assets necessary to develop resilience to meet the level 
of adversity present, then he or she is at an increased risk for burnout, fatigue, 
malaise, depression, defensiveness, and cynicism. Good adaptive systems in this 
context are:  
a) Positive interpersonal relationships,  
b) Intelligence and problem-solving skills,  
c) Perceived efficacy and control,  
d) Persistence of achievement motivation,  
e) Self-regulation skills,  
f) Effective stress management, and  
g) Faith, hope, and spirituality. 
(I)f clergy can develop the assets that increase the health of adaptive systems, 
that is, resilience, they can thrive even with all the burdens of pastoral ministry. 
(Forney 7-8) 
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“The pattern by which suffering is the prerequisite to greatness is everywhere 
visible. In the Bible there are stories of famous personalities like Job, Moses, Jesus, Peter, 
and Paul, all of whom endured enormous pain and losses, but whose lives were likely 
thus so changed as to leave a visible mark in history because of the maturity that came 
through suffering.” (Joy 92) 
Robert Clinton’s work around Leadership Emergence Theory frames a ministry 
leader’s journey of growth by giving attention to important developmental tasks. Clinton 
argues that a leader goes through several phases of development in their journey. “In 
these first three phases, God’s work is primarily in the leader, not through him or her. 
Many emerging leaders do not recognize this, and become frustrated. They are constantly 
evaluating productivity and activities, while God is quietly evaluating their leadership 
potential. He wants to teach us that we minister out of what we are.” (Clinton 45-46) 
Clinton warns clergy, “As a leader, you should recognize that God is continually 
developing you over a lifetime. His top priority is to conform you to the image of Christ 
for ministry with spiritual authority. Enduring fruitfulness flows out of being. In addition 
to transforming your character, God will increase your capacity to influence through 
developing your spiritual gifts” (Clinton 54). 
Growing in and through a negative experience should be a focus of the ministry 
leader.   
We humans are an analytical lot. When a kairos moment occurs, especially 
one that stirs up negative emotions, we want to study all the events that led to this 
crisis with the hope of preventing a similar thing from happening again. We think 
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what we need to learn from our mistakes is how not to ever make the mistake 
again! 
We’re looking at the wrong end of the telescope. Instead of looking back at 
the event to prevent circumstances from converging in the same way again, we 
need to look forward to the growth that we can experience from it. Rather than 
focusing on what we want to leave behind from an experience, we should be 
proactive about what we want forward from the experience as we move into the 
next task or relationship or season of our lives. (Breen & Kallestad 37) 
Sanford takes this point even deeper. 
In short, if our work is swallowing us it may be because we want to be 
swallowed. To solve this problem we must look at ourselves to discover what 
inadequacies or what personal needs in us we are trying to cover up by our 
immersion in work. We may have to look at some unpleasant facts in this process, 
but we can be sure of this: the price will be paid somewhere. If we do not pay the 
price creatively by examining ourselves creatively and carefully, we will have to 
pay the price later in the form of exhaustion with our work, broken relationships, 
or a life that has been incorrectly lived. (Sanford 21) 
So when we feel we are failing in our ministry we need to look closely and 
objectively at our situation. Are we really failing as completely as we think? Are 
we failing at all? No one succeeds one hundred percent of the time, of course, but 
is our batting average as low as our negative inner voice tells us? As we try to 
answer these questions we must remember that God is interested in individual 
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people transformed into His sons and daughters, and not in how many are in the 
group. (Sanford 82-83) 
 Leas in Chapter Eight, “The Ten Most Predictable Times of Conflict” of 
Mastering Conflict & Controversy implores the pastor to be prepared to recognize the 
pattern in normal church life that lend themselves to conflict development. They are 
Easter, Stewardship campaigns/budget time, addition of new staff, change in leadership 
style, the pastor’s vacation, changes in the pastor’s family, introduction of baby boomers 
into the church, the completion of a new building, loss of church membership, and 
increase in church membership. (Dobson, Leas, & Shelley 108-118). 
No matter what brings about the difficult season or dark night, most who have 
endured the season make the point that it is a season of profound transformation. The 
transformation moves the ministry leader from a place of pride in oneself to a place of 
dependence on the Lord. “Only through trouble and suffering does God seem able to 
break the bands of petty selfishness, which magnetically attract most of us to this hostile, 
sin-bound world. Many times it is only by troubles God is able to get us to be willing to 
let Him have His way in our lives” (Estep 9). “We cannot ward off the night as we would 
an insect attack. There is no repellant we can apply. Neither, if we are wise, would we so 
choose” (McKee 14). 
Peter Storey in With God in the Crucible speaks to the power of faithful suffering. 
“When (suffering) comes, there is no way around it-only through it. And here is a deeper 
mystery: Evil though suffering is, contrary to God’s will though it may be, those who 
suffer faithfully discover God in new and deeper ways and can become mediators of God 
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to us.” (Storey 81) 
 “It is so very difficult to understand why some suffering comes. It is painfully 
obvious why most suffering comes. But when suffering is borne faithfully, God can do 
deep and wonderful things. And when suffering is embraced by the Son of God Himself, 
to be with and for us all-that is the story of our salvation.” (Storey 85) 
“No Christian leader will be able to do anything great for the Lord without 
experiencing transformational pain in the wilderness. It is the pain of rejecting all 
personal strengths, talents, and eloquence.” (Spaite 139) 
Roll not only argues that the wilderness is a transformational place, but an 
important transitional place before the fruitful place. 
The wilderness has a way of cutting through to the heart of the matter. Living 
is about walking with God and obeying His word. The dynamics of the desert are 
unique and unrivaled in their potential for molding men and women into vessels 
God can use. Pastors and laymen alike find deserts (spiritually dry times) less than 
desirable. We avoid them like the plague. Our flesh prefers the garden-lush 
surroundings, rushing streams, good times, prosperity, smooth sailing. But our 
spirits need the wilderness because there we learn lessons that are not available in 
Eden.   
The desert is not a destination. The wilderness is transition territory. It lies 
between Egypt and the Promised Land. Slavery under Pharaoh wasn’t God’s Will 
for His people; freedom under His Lordship was. Israel had to pass through the 
desert in order to enjoy liberty and the fruitful land of Canaan. (Roll 122) 
Roll adds that the wilderness or valley is a fruitful place. 
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It’s a fact of life: Valleys produce fruit. Mountaintops don’t grow orchards. 
Lofty summits are for regaining perspective and refocusing vision. We love the 
view from the top and live for the peak experiences. But if we want to pick fruit, 
we have to look somewhere else. The troughs between the peaks are where 
spiritual fruit is produced in God’s Kingdom. Tough but tender, triumphant 
warriors are grown in the valleys of the wilderness.  
Being set aside for a while in the wilderness isn’t banishment-it’s a blessing! 
Sitting on the bench is still being a part of the ballgame. We’re still members of 
God’s team. We’re just set down for a while so we’ll be rested and ready to make 
the big play when the coach calls our number. (Roll 124) 
Jeff Iorg in The Painful Side of Leadership argues that facing difficulty in 
ministry is something all leaders face. When this happens, Christian leaders need to 
expand their lens of vision.   
God sometimes allows challenging circumstances, not because we (or anyone 
else) have done anything wrong, but as part of his process of shaping us into the 
image of Jesus…God is determined to shape you into the image of Jesus…Most 
leaders easily forget their primary reason for being placed in their leadership role. 
The primary reason isn’t for you to do things for God. It’s so God can use your 
leadership setting as a laboratory for shaping the image of Jesus in you. (Iorg 11-
12) 
Hard times aren’t necessarily a sign of God’s blessing or cursing. They are 
simply a part of kingdom leadership. . . . When you start feeling sorry for 
yourself, thinking it’s not fair or it’s too hard-refocus on kingdom purposes. 
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God’s ultimate purpose isn’t your happiness. An easy life for his followers isn’t 
his agenda. (Iorg 32-33) 
No matter how tough your circumstances, you can trust Jesus to deliver you. 
Sometimes, he delivers from problems. Most of the time, he will deliver you 
through your difficulties. But you will be delivered! . . . The first pathway to hope 
is changing your perspective on your struggles. Rather than seeing them as 
random, painful, out of control acts-recognize God’s hand using them to 
accomplish his purpose of shaping the character of Jesus in you. (Iorg 267) 
  Jeff Manion in his very helpful book, The Land Between, talks about how fruitful 
the difficult waiting periods can be. He looks at the people of Israel and the growing they 
did during the 40 years in the wilderness between the fruitful land of Egypt and the 
fruitful Promised Land.  
[T]he Land Between-that space where we feel lost or lonely or deeply 
hurt-is fertile ground for our spiritual transformation and for God’s grace to be 
revealed in magnificent ways. But in addition to being the bearer of mercy, I also 
have the privilege of challenging God’s people to holiness, and while the Land 
Between is prime real estate for faith transformation, it is also the space where we 
can grow resentful, bitter, and caustic if our responses are unguarded. The 
wilderness where faith can thrive is the very desert where it can dry up and die if 
we are not watchful. (Manion 19)  
 Manion uses his book to detail the choices we make in this difficult season. In the 
end if we embrace what God does in us during the storms, we will see fruit.  
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In the Land Between, a remarkable phenomenon occurs. We come to 
possess a vital faith that allows us to be at our best when life is at its worst. We 
emerge from a season of profound disappointment, unnerving chaos, or 
debilitating pain with a faith worth having. We learn that the Land Between is 
about a journey of trust and that something flourishes there that could not be 
produced in any other soil. We discover that the place we most want to escape has 
produced the fruit we most desperately crave. (Manion 193) 
St. John of the Cross calls to all ministry leaders from a prison cell in the 1500’s. 
He persevered through his dark night and experienced the amazing transformation that 
led to a closeness with God unimaginable before his season of difficulty.  
Those of you who find yourselves in this predicament need to comfort 
yourselves. Patiently persevere and do not let yourselves get upset. Trust in God, 
who does not abandon those who seek him with a simple and righteous heart. He 
will not neglect to give you what you need for your path until he delivers you into 
the clear, pure light of love. You are meant to receive this great gift, yet it is only 
through the dark night of the spirit that he will bring it to you. (St. John of the 
Cross 68) 
The future of the church depends on the ability of church to address the needs of a 
hurting and broken leadership experiencing dark nights.  
The church has propounded, through the teaching of Christianity, that care 
is essential for a healthy church and a healthy society. This is expressed in the 
many caring charities and organizations that have been established on Christian 
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principles, as well as the activity of many local churches. Care is essential 
throughout its organization and structure, and, at the heart of the church, the care 
of the clergy is where it all begins. It is of considerable importance that, if the 
church is to continue as a dynamic force within this society, as well as the world, 
the modelling of the care of clergy should be seen as the standard to be copied. 
Failure is difficult to comprehend. (Turton 256-7)  
Once the dark night has been identified and the importance of perseverance has been 
established, it is important to turn to literature that gives examples of what not to do and 
what to do to push through to the other side. 
What Not to Do 
When dealing with opposition from any source that has sent the ministry leader 
into a dark night, the leader needs to make sure they do not respond with their emotions. 
Emotions often betray the ministry leader into poor decision making. Paul Cedar shares 
lessons learned from reacting negatively to opposition in Chapter Four, “Leading or 
Responding?” in the book Mastering the Pastoral Role.  
Perhaps the most difficult time to know when to lead and when to respond is 
during conflict. Emotions run high. Thinking and response time shrinks, and it 
becomes easier to make a poor decision…More than any other time, then, conflict 
calls for responsive leadership. We must listen to hurts and grievances but then 
take control when a situation gets out of hand, especially when people succumb to 
gossip or assassinate character or call another’s motives into question. (Cedar, 
Hughes & Patterson 61-62) 
Townsend 79 
 
 
In as much as ministry leaders need to prayerfully consider their actions, personal 
self-care must be examined in the midst of a difficult ministry season. The problems 
encountered in the dark night are often complex, systemic, and multi-faceted. Ignoring 
the whole person of the leader is a mistake in perseverance as well. Care must be taken of 
one’s whole being. “Jesus announced that he ‘came that they may have life, and have it 
abundantly’ (John 10:10b). We can’t have that abundant life unless we take better care of 
ourselves-body, mind and spirit-totally, not fragmentally”  (Lehr 125).  
Intentionally persevering in difficult seasons of ministry and self-examination of 
relationships is an important task not to avoid. Irvine speaks to the change of perspective 
that comes naturally as ministry leaders mature in age and experience. There is an 
acknowledgement of missed opportunities over time. 
 So in ministry and all of life, opportunities are missed. We live with the stress 
of proving our adequacy, of establishing relevance, of seeking advancement and 
in fulfilling what we believe are the expectations of others and maybe even what 
we consider the demands of God. In so doing we may miss the special intrinsic 
moments of intimacy with others, especially with husband or wife and children. 
We neglect the development of deep friendships and enter into task-based 
relationships. We may impede the moments of moving inward to a deeper 
spiritual meaning to life, failing to find times of intimacy with the Divine. In 
coming to a fuller understanding of this, often only in the second half of life, we 
have allowed to escape many an opportunity. Children reach adulthood and leave 
home, potential friends move on and, indeed, we ourselves pass our prime. (Irvine 
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198) 
Peterson uses the lens of years of pastoring to reflect on how many pastors get 
caught in pursuing false idol of success. Many wrestle with thinking this pursuit will pull 
them out of their dark night. Peterson acknowledges the folly of ministry leaders who 
depend on themselves instead of trusting Jesus. Trusting the Lord means the goals we are 
tempted to set are often not the Lord’s goals. He points to Psalm 40:4 “Oh, the joys of 
those who trust the Lord, who have no confidence in the proud or in those who worship 
idols” (NLT). 
The proud for me in this context are those pastors who look like they ‘know 
what they are doing’-who are competent and recognized as such, who have an 
honored position in society and among their colleagues. And going ‘astray after 
false gods’ amounts to living in response to something manageable, turning my 
vocation into a depersonalized job that I can get good at. I’m probably reading 
more into this text than it warrants, but it has given me a couple of images 
(‘proud’ and ‘astray’) that set off little alarm signals when I have sensed that I 
was betraying or avoiding the uniqueness of pastor. (Peterson, The Pastor 315-
316) 
Working harder is a typical answer for many driven ministry leaders.  McKee 
describes her personal experience:  
My ministry career began in a large church, working with hundreds of 
children and families: needs loomed everywhere. Ministers should be dedicated to 
show their love for Jesus, I decided. I must do all I can. But no matter how hard I 
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worked, I would read about someone who seemed more dedicated or I would hear 
a sermon or read a book entreating me to ‘give till it hurt’ for Jesus. So I labored 
harder and longer, but I felt no sense of peace, no experience of God’s pleasure. 
Instead, I focused on what I’d left undone or on where I had failed. Fatigue and 
illness were my constant nemeses, but I couldn’t permit myself time off unless a 
doctor ordered it or I simply could not move from bed. How could I say no to 
Jesus?  
I knew nothing of healthy balance between work, play, and rest. If I wasn’t 
working, I felt like a sluggard. After all, if I really loved Jesus, I must show it by 
my labor. I was so resolute about going the extra mile that I went an extra twenty! 
But at self-care and boundary setting, I was quite hopeless. Even my daily quiet 
time stemmed from a sense of Christian duty without any notion that I might 
enjoy God’s company and God might enjoy mine. 
Truth is, though I never thought it out, that I lived as if labor for God equaled 
relationship with God. And the weight of impossible expectations-mine, not 
God’s-quite nearly destroyed me. Indeed, God used the night to free me from my 
work-laden image. (McKee 29-30) 
What to Do 
 The literature reveals a number of pieces of good advice for the pastor struggling 
through their dark night. “Buck up, little camper!” does not give the ministry leader a 
fool proof roadmap through the dark forest. Neither does a list of “follow these steps to 
your road of transformation.” For most ministry leaders, the dark night is very personal. 
What the following encouraging ideas reveal is a cheering on by a great cloud of 
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witnesses. They are folks who lovingly challenge the leader to persevere in spite of what 
one might feel. The literature encourages leaders to practice good spiritual disciplines: 
remain close to God through prayer, scripture, devotion, do not listen to the enemy, 
gather good accountability partners, put on the full armor of God, and redefine success as 
a deepened spiritual walk with the Lord. 
The practice of these spiritual disciplines lies at the heart of the transformation 
God wants to do in the hurting ministry leader. Actually practicing them is something 
only the leader can do. It cannot be done for them. “The fact is that the ministering 
person is the only person who can resolve many of his problems… Every pastor faces 
unique ministry challenges and potential ministry killers.” (Sanford 18). Stone suggests 
“a process that can help us defeat those killers: Open Up with vulnerability, Own Up with 
humility, Show Up with integrity, and Speak Up with courage.” (Stone 195) 
 While the spiritual disciplines cannot be practiced by others for the ministry 
leader, the leader should not dismiss the value of a caring group of people praying for 
him or her. McIntosh and Edmondson wrote a book geared toward the church laity 
helping hurting pastors. They deal with many ministry issues and how congregants can 
assist with specific issues. Generally, their suggestions are prayer, understanding, 
encouraging, and constructive involvement. Having laity acknowledge the uniqueness of 
ministry leadership and the trouble isolation causes is a fantastic bridge of accountability 
and support for clergy. 
Bryan Collier in Becoming an Orchard, talks about the need for a core group of 
like-minded accountability partners to encourage a ministry leader in the difficult times. 
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He differentiates between non-essential relationships (committees, boards, ministerial 
associations, denominational connections, etc.) and a small group of life giving journey 
partners.  
Ministry will beat the hell out of you. The non-essential connections won’t do 
anything to restore you. They are not, in and of themselves bad connections. But 
when we sacrifice essential connections because of obligations to non-essential 
ones we jeopardize our spiritual, emotional, physical, and mental health. Find an 
essential connection. Someone to take the journey with, then get together with 
them regularly and say those life-giving words to one another- “You are not 
crazy” -hear them for yourself and praise God for those kinds of friends. (Collier 
97) 
Ministry leaders who fail to share their burdens are often prone to not share 
ministry responsibilities. Taking on all things is counter cultural to the Kingdom of God.  
[T]he prophets never expected that the end would come by action of their own 
hand. They had a role to play announcing God’s presence and intent, but they 
always left plenty of room for God to do what they could not. There were times 
when a prophet could be surprised-or even disappointed, like Jonah-by how much 
God could do. By taking up too much of a role, the leader can diminish the space 
allowed for God. When a leader assumes that what is needed is a hero, he or she 
has a hard lesson to learn. (Rendle & Beaumont 15-16) 
The Burnout Formula is: Living beyond your limits. When there is a sustained 
energy deficit, burnout is possible. The Burnout Slogan is: ‘Try harder.’ The 
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Burnout Prescription is: The AIM model of self-care and healing. The A stands 
for awareness. The I stands for input. The M stands for management. Energy 
going out cannot exceed energy coming in. Try smarter, not harder. The Converse 
of Burnout is: Wholeness. (Rediger, Coping 11)  
 Working smarter, not harder can also mean that ministry leaders are willing to 
persevere despite their wounds. Working smarter may mean that pastors accept there will 
be difficulties in their ministries. Thom Rainer’s extensive research work in Breakout 
Churches details how important it is for a leader to have faith during difficult seasons. In 
studying leaders who lead breakout churches, he discovered they all had something in 
common during their difficult periods. 
This strange paradox of unswerving faith in the midst of bad news typified 
these leaders. It is not that they were thick-skinned or insensitive tyrants who 
cared little for the feelings of those who might oppose them. These leaders told us 
many stories of great hurt and deep wounds in their ministries. Still they 
persevered. 
Very few of the comparison leaders took the first step of awareness. Of the 
few who did, none expressed belief that better days were ahead. None believed 
that God would take their struggles and turn them into victories. 
The breakout church leaders, however, never used the word impossible to 
describe even their direst moments. When tough times came to them and to their 
churches, they acknowledged their pain but soon began anticipating how God 
would give them the next victory. They moved forward. And it was the step of 
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moving forward that inevitably ushered in the next phase, ‘Crisis.’ (Rainer, 
Breakout 85-86) 
None of the leaders in our study desired conflict. They all weighed a 
plethora of options to avoid the conflict. But in the final analysis, they did not 
avoid conflict if no other options were available.  
If you could hear the words from each of the leaders of these churches 
personally, you would probably better understand their hearts. They are truly 
humble leaders. They do not proclaim ‘my way or the highway’ to the church 
members they serve. There is no arrogance in their approaches to ministry. They 
hurt deeply every time a member leaves the church in disagreement. 
I have heard too many other church leaders boast of their ‘back door 
revivals.’ I have sensed that these leaders wear the exodus of the dissidents like a 
badge of honor. Such is not the case with the breakout church leaders. They all 
had an exodus of members, but each loss inflicted wounds that they mention years 
later. (Rainer, Breakout 88) 
 These attacks can be spiritual attacks from the enemy. Leaders prepare for these 
attacks by putting on the full armor of God. “Much of the adversity we encounter occurs 
without Satan or his vassals turning a hand. We cause many of our own problems through 
our own foolishness or as the consequence of living life in the nasty here and now. But 
let’s not unscrew our heads and stick them under the pews. Satan can and will do a 
number on us when we least expect it. Taking advantage of a bad situation, he will 
attempt to make it worse and do it in such a way that we’ll think he’s not even there.” 
(Allen 89)  
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Allen reminds leaders that in spiritual warfare such as this, they must put on the 
full armor of God (Eph. 6:10-18) “It’s not enough to wear the armor. It’s not enough to 
determine, ‘I will hold the ground; I’ll hang in there.’ You must also pray-prayer that has 
as its source the Spirit. Pray that way on all occasions, regardless of whether the battle is 
hot or not. Include all kinds of prayer-praise, thanksgiving, and petition. And don’t stop 
praying despite weariness, confusion, and discouragement.” (Allen 104) 
Often the enemy attacks from within the congregation. Rediger in his classic book 
Clergy Killers highlights people and systems within the congregation who seek to take 
down a pastor.  
“Survival skills for clergy begin with changing thought patterns, here are 
some examples. 
1) Believe that it is possible for someone to want to destroy you.  
2) Understand that your denomination typically has little power or 
inclination to save you from clergy killers.     
3) Learn the danger signals and patterns of behavior of clergy 
killers 
4) Beware that proaction is far better than reaction in dealing with 
clergy killers  
5) Learn that building relationships in the congregation is key to 
preventing clergy killer attacks and provides a protective synergy. 
It is also good pastoring.  
6) Accept the fact of evil and mental disorder in the church.   
7) Expect the attacks of clergy killers to have serious negative 
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effects on your congregation and loved ones. Therefore, your 
survival skills are also important for their protection and should be 
taught to them as well.     
8) Learn that awareness and survival skills need not produce 
paranoia, nor rob you of the joy of ministry. They simply aid you 
to function in ways appropriate to contemporary reality.” (Rediger, 
Clergy 134-5) 
Adam Hamilton in Leading Beyond the Walls is a proponent of anticipating 
opposition to visionary leadership that requires leading change in one’s ministry setting.  
Great leaders anticipate the criticism of their critics and address these 
beforehand. These leaders also recognize that criticism and opposition are to be 
expected if you are leading people into the future and into change. People are not 
bad because they oppose the changes you suggest; they are just people being 
people. People resist change. Your task as a leader is to discern how to help them 
through this change and to rise above their fears and concerns, and to be willing to 
accept criticism as part of the price that must be paid for leading people to do 
what is best. (Hamilton 126-127) 
 Hamilton further implores the ministry leader to take on the heart of a pastor who 
shepherds the whole flock in dealing with those that create difficult seasons.  
You cannot spend your entire ministry or large amounts of your emotional and 
spiritual energy focusing on the handful of people who will oppose your 
leadership. You must listen and try to learn from them. You must never forget that 
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these are part of God’s flock as well and that they earnestly believe what they are 
saying. You will not be able to make all of the people happy all of the time. There 
are some people for whom you are likely not the pastor who can best minister to 
them. The most helpful advice I have found in dealing with persons like this is 
from Jesus himself, who teaches us to pray for those who oppose us. (Hamilton 
130)  
 Becoming like Jesus is a result of the practice of spiritual disciplines. These 
disciplines allow ministry leaders to make lifestyle changes and pursue a holistic healing. 
The Epperlys believe pastors can feed the fire and reclaim their passion for ministry by 
committing to the practices of “physical and emotional well-being, continuing education 
and theological openness, spiritual formation and growth, creative and innovative 
leadership, time transformation, personal individuation and openness to diversity, holistic 
perspectives on personal and social change” (Epperly 160). 
Spaite acknowledges the frantic schedules pastors keep and suggests that God’s 
prescription for this busyness is going back to a God ordained Sabbath. This concept 
“involves more than a day, more than rules, and more than worship. It involves a 
fundamental principle of obedience that influences lifestyle priorities” (Spaite 60). 
Responding positively to change is more likely to occur when there is stability 
in other dimensions of your life. Being grounded by a deep faith and in constant 
conversation with God gives us faith hardiness and enables us to see with the eyes 
of faith. Faith hardiness is that psychological trait of resilience to change or 
trauma that is strengthened by our knowledge that God is ever present. Having 
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meaningful and supportive relationships is a stabilizing force. Seeking regular 
intellectual stimulation helps one to think creatively, or ‘outside the box.’ Seeking 
lifelong learning opportunities can create a network for connections while 
introducing skills or ideas to help manage change. (Halaas 94) 
Rediger in The Toxic Congregation spends some time discussing how ministry 
leaders in difficult situations take care of themselves. He writes,  
We now have a variety of books for pastors that offer plans and methods for 
self-care. Though self-care is becoming an accepted notion, it is apparent as we 
see ourselves in mirrors, look at our colleagues, observe our behavior, monitor 
our internal feelings, check on how we use our energy, and monitor carefully the 
results of our ministries that we have a ways to go in fulfilling the benefits of self-
care. At a preconscious level we worry typically about becoming self-centered, 
arrogant, or narcissistic. This is a healthy concern, except for our ability to 
rationalize. For example, some pastors think that by paying little attention to 
personal health they are thereby investing more time and energy in ministry. Yet, 
it should be apparent that when we do not take time to eat properly, sleep as 
needed, exercise appropriately, shortchange our primary intimate relationships, 
and neglect spiritual disciplines, we become less effective in ministry. It is then 
only a matter of time before we feel the effects of breakdowns in body-mind-
spirit. Further, by neglecting appropriate self-care, we miss opportunities to model 
the healthy self-care so many of our parishioners need. (Rediger, Toxic 111)   
Roll writes that the desert is a place where isolation forces intimacy with God, 
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inventory prepares the way for instruction, and inspiration produces a renewed identity. 
Roll challenges burned out pastors by writing: 
(Y)our joy should not be in your ministry. It should be in the One who called 
you to the ministry. Joy is not found in people, it is found in a Person. Joy has 
nothing whatsoever to do with circumstances. It has everything to do with Christ. 
Don’t let anyone or anything rob you of your joy. If you have lost your focus, 
look to Jesus and joy will return. (Roll 161) 
Roll gives a list of ten simple concepts from his own experience that helped him 
comeback from setbacks:  
1) Stop beating yourself up. Start building yourself up 
2) Pay the price to wait on God 
3) Let go and let God love you 
4) Surrender so the Spirit can set you free 
5) God has forgiven you-forgive yourself 
6) Choose to be better; refuse to be bitter 
7) Learn to laugh again 
8) Take back stolen territory 
9) Release yesterday-reach for tomorrow 
10) Begin rejoicing and keep on rejoicing (Roll 163-169) 
Elijah’s story in 1 Kings 18 & 19  
shows how a sense of failure can consume our energy and leave us depleted. It 
also shows that our feeling that we have failed may be a mistake: God did not 
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think that Elijah had failed; He was impressed that there were seven thousand 
who were faithful to Him and reckoned this more than enough to continue the 
work. And Elijah did continue the work, but only because he had been able to talk 
with God. That is, his exhausted Ego had found a way to contact the source of 
renewal, for in his pilgrimage to Mount Sinai, and in his dialogue with God, 
Elijah’s vital energies were replenished. So Elijah illustrates both the problem of 
the Exhausted Ego, and the possibility of the renewal of the Ego. (Sanford 85) 
Reconnecting to the ultimate source of renewal in God is where Peterson found 
grounding in living out his calling.  
In retrospect, I think that the two things that preserved the uniqueness of 
pastor for me were worship and family. I knew in my gut that the act of worship 
with the congregation every week was what kept me centered and that it needed to 
be guarded vigilantly-nothing could be permitted to dilute or distract from it. And 
I knew that family provided the only hope I had of staying grounded, faithful, 
personally relational, in the daily practice of sacrificial love. (Peterson, Pastor 
316)    
 Peterson’s life lesson is that attending to the worship of the God the pastor serves 
and spending time with family that know them best keeps a pastor humble. Worship and 
family ground the pastor from getting too big for their britches and keeps the pastor 
focused on the idea that ministry leadership is not about them but about being faithful to 
God. 
Restore your gauge of what God counts dear. Get back to the core standards 
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of our Founder, Christ, the One we claim to represent. Our distinctiveness as 
preachers will not be applauded by angels due to any academic credentials we 
may or may not have. Our worth in God’s eyes is not weighed by the silver 
linings in our silken pulpit robes, nor is our greatness extolled because of the 
dangling, dazzling gold crosses hung around our necks. Our value as preachers is 
never measured by the bigness of our congregations nor by any remote and rare 
six-figure salaries we may be blessed to draw. (Gilmore 187-188) 
Connecting to God begins to redefine “success” for a ministry leader.  
Our theology and faith can make us less vulnerable to the stress of failure if 
we accept the biblical teaching that we learn and grow through our failures. Since 
the church belongs to God, to view the pastor as a failure or success in the church 
is inappropriate, for it is not the pastor’s success or failure which constitutes the 
church’s success or failure. The pastor may more accurately judge himself or 
herself in reference to spiritual growth and to faithfulness to ministry which have 
long been standards for clergy. (Rediger, Coping 44-45) 
 Thom Rainer and Eric Geiger’s groundbreaking book, Simple Church deals 
mainly with clearing the clutter of church programming to bring about a clear and concise 
plan of moving people in the church through a plan of discipleship. While this certainly 
isn’t a book on leadership failure, it offers several insights into what keeps leaders from 
pushing through toward success. They speak to the boldness of Hezekiah.  
Hezekiah was a revolutionary for simple. He was extremely focused. He was 
against cluttered spiritual lives. Evidently God liked this characteristic about him 
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because 2 Kings 18:3 indicates that Hezekiah did what ‘was right in the Lord’s 
sight.’  
He returned God’s people to the Lord. He brought them through an extreme 
makeover. He got rid of some things. First, he removed the high places and cut 
down the Asherah poles (2 Kings 18). Basically, he threw out the altars that were 
set up to make believe gods. He took out the godless clutter that had been 
competing for the attention and the affection of the people.   
Most church leaders are willing to do that. This move was surely understood 
and embraced by even the nominal God worshippers in Hezekiah’s day. They 
would expect the leader to insist that the people worship God. 
Eliminating pagan idols is one thing, but what Hezekiah did next was 
controversial. Many church leaders would struggle to emulate his next move. 
Surely the people in his day struggled with this next change. (Rainer & Geiger 78-
79) 
 Hezekiah broke and got rid of the bronze snake crafted by Moses as a source of 
their salvation from snake bites in the wilderness (Num. 21:6-8). Hezekiah recognized the 
usefulness of the bronze snake in Moses’ day, but he also saw that the people of God had 
come to worship it.  
 For Hezekiah, eliminating the bronze snake was most likely not a popular 
decision, especially with the religious crowd steeped deep in tradition. Most 
extreme makeovers involving God’s people are difficult. Hezekiah did something 
that was probably perceived as being on the edge of sanity. It was a radical move. 
And this pleased God. In fact, there was no king like him before or after his time 
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(2 Kings 18:5). (Rainer & Geiger, pg. 79-80)  
The growth that comes from such a personal change can be seen as a radical 
transformation. It is radical to redefine success as spiritual growth instead of numeric 
growth. 
Wilson outlines three options when difficult seasons arise.  
Here is the deal when it comes to your shattered dreams and unmet 
expectations. When life doesn’t turn out the way you thought it was going to turn 
out, you may think you are losing control. But the truth is you never had control 
in the first place. The only thing you do control is how you respond to your 
disappointments and your unexpected obstacles. And here you have some options. 
…You can allow the river of fear, anger, and disappointment to just rage. … 
Another possibility is to keep trying harder (and wear yourself out) … You can 
get to the place where you can say, “Not my will, but your will. I’m not in 
control. You are.’ (Wilson 34-35) 
 It would be a shame if ministry leaders didn’t utilize the difficult season as a 
season of growth and transformation. “My greatest fear for my life and for yours is that 
we’ll just get busy and distracted and settle for a mediocre, unexamined life. It’s that 
we’ll just settle into life as usual and never become the persons God intended for us to 
be.” (Wilson 93) 
 Wilson acknowledges the spiritual formation premise of being with the Lord no 
matter what happens. “The key here is remaining in him. If true transformation is going 
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to develop from your Plan B, there has to be a desire to ‘remain’ or ‘abide’ with the Lord. 
And this in turn involves believing that the Lord is with us, that he understands what 
we’re going through and knows how we feel and is there for us in our pain.” (Wilson 
206) 
Post Transformation Purpose 
 Once a ministry leader has come through the transforming dark night of the soul, 
it is important to acknowledge a new purpose. There is purpose in the transformation. 
One is transformed as a gift so that they might contribute to the body of Christ.  
Clinton speaks to this idea in the final three phases of his Leadership Emergence 
Theory. In the phase entitled Life Maturing,  
 
(T)he leader identifies and uses his or her spiritual gifts in a satisfying 
ministry. Priorities are clearer for identifying the best use of gifts, what to do and 
not to do, resulting in mature fruitfulness. The leader’s character mellows and 
matures. Communion with God becomes more important than success in ministry, 
and the leader’s character mellows and matures. The key to development in this 
phase is a positive response to the experiences God ordains. 
The next phase is called Convergence, God maximizes the leader’s ministry 
by moving him or her into a role that matches one’s gift-mix and experience and 
that is comparatively freed from less suited activities. Convergence may not come 
either for lack of personal development, or an organization keeps him or her in a 
limiting role, or providence hinders in a way difficult to understand without the 
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full picture that only God sees. Reaching this phase requires trust in God’s 
guidance and watching as God moves one toward a ministry that embodies all the 
development of preceding phases. Convergence manifests itself as one responds 
consistently to God’s work in his life. 
Finally Afterglow or Celebration (for only a few) - A lifetime of ministry 
and growth culminates in an era of recognition and indirect, broad influence. 
Leaders continue to exert influence in these relationships through a large network 
of contacts built over a lifetime. Their consistent track record in following God 
causes others to seek out their storehouse of wisdom. (Gupton) 
While Thomas Moore’s work seems to be from a universalist perspective, his 
conclusions certainly carry weight in the literary conversation. He agrees that the dark 
night is one of transformation and produces a changed person. This changed person now 
has purpose.  
Nothing could be more precious, than a dark night of the soul, the very 
darkness of which allows your lunar light to shine. It may be painful, 
discouraging, and challenging, but it is nevertheless an important revelation of 
what your life is about. In that darkness you see things you couldn’t see in the 
daylight. Skills and powers of soul emerge from your frustration and ignorance. 
The seeds of spiritual faith, perhaps your only recourse but certainly a valuable 
power, are found in your darkness. The other half of who you are comes into 
view, and through the dark night you are completed. You become the wounded 
healer, someone who has made the descent and knows the territory. You take on 
depth of color and range of feeling. Your intelligence is now more deeply rooted 
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and not dependent only on facts and reason. Your darkness has given you 
character and color and capacity. Now you are free to make a real contribution. It 
is a gift of your dark night of the soul! (Moore 315) 
Wilkes in Jesus on Leadership, argues the greatest type of leadership is modeled 
after Jesus. Jesus gave us the example for servant leadership. In order to be a servant 
leader, we must first submit to our ultimate servant leader.  
Submission to God and to the divine mission for your life is the first step to 
servant leadership. You will never become a servant leader until you first become 
servant to the Leader. Your mission and purpose in life spring from the 
relationship you have with God. While many people invite you to determine your 
own destiny, God calls you to live out a divine plan through your life. Knowing 
and living that life mission begin in a personal relationship with God through 
Jesus Christ. (Wilkes 22) 
 Weems and Berlin’s work, Bearing Fruit, challenges ministry leaders to be led by 
visions from God in their unique ministry settings.  
God sized visions will challenge and stretch the leader more than any other 
aspect of ministry. They are challenging because they move us off the status quo. 
The chaos of this daunting vision will seem to have the upper hand many days 
and leave us wondering how we ever could have been convinced to begin. When 
we remain faithful, however, the provision and grace of the Holy Spirit often 
bring a surprising conclusion to God sized visions. Things get better. The memory 
of the hardest moments remains with us, but the joy of their company and the 
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sense of significance to which they have led us make it all worthwhile. 
In the process of our working to accomplish great things with God, the Holy 
Spirit has a way of teaching us the most important lessons of our faith. We learn 
that God loves us and God is faithful. We learn that God longs for us to join in the 
work of advancing God’s reign so that Christ will be exalted, the good news will 
be preached to the poor, and people looking for significance will be able to tell 
stories to their grandchildren about the signs and wonders that God did in their 
midst. (Weems & Berlin 66) 
Not only is the church leader called to be a servant leader, but he or she is also 
called to be a spiritual leader. Leadership should flow out of who a person is, not what a 
person does or the position he or she holds in the church. A person’s deepening 
relationship with God is where he or she finds the authority to serve as a leader. The 
disciplines that lead to that deepening relationship are where a person hears the still, 
small voice of God giving him or her direction about where to lead. Once a person 
realizes this, it should help alleviate much of the pressure he or she feels as a leader.” 
(Bickers 48-49)  
Craig Groeshel in his book It talks about church leaders who excel and experience 
great success in ministry.  
The it-ified ministries that I’ve observed fail often. They’re led by aggressive, 
do-what-it-takes, thick skinned people who are willing to make mistakes. They’re 
not afraid to fail. In contrast, the ministries without it are usually the ones playing 
it safe, doing only what is sure to succeed. As counterintuitive as it sounds, failing 
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can often help a ministry experience it. Being overly cautious can kill it.  
On the surface, these ideas don’t seem to make sense. But they’re true. 
Aggressive leaders with it are often dreaming, experimenting, and testing the 
limits. They don’t know what can’t be done and are willing to try things others 
think aren’t possible. Because of their conquering nature, these passionate 
spiritual entrepreneurs take risks and at first glance don’t appear to succeed. They 
fail often. But when they do fail, they tend to rebound quickly. Temporary failures 
are often followed by lasting success. They try, fail, learn, adjust, and try again. 
After a series of accidental learning experiences, these hard hitting leaders often 
stumble onto innovative ministry ideas they never would have discovered without 
rolling the dice. (Groeshel 109-110) 
Horner outlines the benefits to be gained from failure: 
1) Failure destroys all of our notions of self-sufficiency, self-reliance, and   
self-righteousness. 
2) Failure alerts you to weaknesses that need to be strengthened, directions 
that should be avoided, and mistakes that must not be repeated. 
3) Failure demonstrates your need for growth and for greater depth to the 
roots of your faith. 
4) Failure builds endurance and the strength to stand firm. 
5) Failure promotes humility and persistence in prayer. 
6) Failure develops a genuine appreciation of grace in our lives. 
7) Failure reinforces the value of character over reputation. 
8) Failure opens our eyes and heart to empathize with others who have failed 
so that we will have compassion for them. 
9) Failure communicates your humanness, lets the people around you 
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identify with you, and makes you real to those who look to you for leadership. 
Once ministry leaders have been through a perceived failure, they must realize 
their value in supporting others who are experiencing failure.  
Entirely too many wounded ministers are attempting to handle their pain 
alone. This isolation in misery is unnecessary. Others need your help. You may 
need help as well. If so, then rise up above your injuries and damaged ministry 
and pull together a group of like-minded wounded ministers and minister to each 
other. Follow in the steps of the master Wounded Healer. You will find this 
Wounded Healer at the gate of your city caring for the other wounded. He is 
inviting you to join him. (Greenfield 220) 
Our difficult circumstances, then, rather than being a basis for giving up, are 
in reality a cause for praising Him. The problems that you and I face in our 
ministry now, although painful, are themselves servant of a holy, sovereign God. 
The notion that hostile persons or gut-wrenching circumstances are ultimately 
damaging is nothing more than a notion, not a fact. Nothing can prevent God from 
being a perfect God to you and me right now, right where we are. As the eternal 
Holy One, He’s in control. (Allen 82) 
 Eugene Peterson’s memoir details his entire life and his vocational calling. He 
details the lessons he learned and the fruit that God was able to produce through his 
ministry. Peterson work has an influence on the ministry leader in terms of drawing them 
away from the competitive, numbers driven church leadership. The afterword of his book 
is in the form of a letter to a young pastor.   
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As I look back on a lifetime in the pastoral vocation what I remember most is 
a kind of messiness: a lot of stumbling around, fumbling the ball, losing my way, 
and then finding it again. It is amazing now that anything came of it…One aspect 
of that uniqueness is that we make far more mistakes in our line of work than 
other so-called professionals. If physicians and engineers and lawyers and 
military officers made as many mistakes in their line of work as we do in ours, 
they would be out on the street in no time. It amazes me still how much of the 
time I simply do not know what I am doing, don’t know what to say, and don’t 
know what the next move is. The temptation in that state of mind is to be 
competent at something or other. Unfortunately, there are many ‘ways of escape’ 
in which we can exercise and develop areas of administrative or therapeutic or 
scholarly or programmatic competences in the church and in so doing avoid the 
ambiguity of being a pastor. (Peterson, Pastor 314-315)  
Research Design Literature 
A grounded theory research lens was chosen because  
[g]rounded theory demonstrates how analysis is the interplay between 
researchers and data. Therefore, grounded theory offers a framework for coding 
procedures that enhance standardization and rigor in the analytical process. 
‘Grounded theory is meant to ‘build theory rather than test theory.’ It seeks to 
‘provide researchers with analytical tools for handling masses of raw data.’ It 
strives to help qualitative analysts ‘consider alternative meanings of 
phenomenon.’ It emphasizes being ‘systematic and creative simultaneously.’ 
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Finally, it elucidates ‘the concepts that are the building blocks of theory.’ 
(Sensing, 207)  
Corbin and Strauss define Qualitative Analysis as “A process of examining and 
interpreting data in order to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical 
knowledge” (Corbin and Strauss, Basics 1). “The analytic process, like any thinking 
process, should be relaxed, flexible, and driven by insight gained through interaction with 
data rather than being overly structured and based on procedures” (Corbin and Strauss, 
Basics 12). 
“What it [qualitative research] requires, above all, is an intuitive sense of what is 
going on in the data; trust in the self and the research process; and the ability to remain 
creative, flexible, and true to the data all at the same time.” (Corbin and Strauss, Basics 
16) “Bias and assumptions are often so deeply ingrained and cultural in nature that 
analysts often are unaware of their influence during analysis. We find it more helpful to 
acknowledge our biases and experiences and consciously use experience to enhance the 
analytic process.” (Corbin and Strauss, Basics 85) 
This research project sought to maintain theoretical sensitivity as it relates to 
grounded theory and data collection. “Sensitivity stands in contrast to objectivity. It 
requires that a researcher put him- or herself into the research. Sensitivity means having 
insight, being tuned in to, being able to pick up on relevant issues, events, and 
happenings in the data. It means being able to present the view of participants and taking 
the role of the other through immersion in the data.” (Corbin and Strauss, Basics 32) 
“Sensitivity, or insight into data, is derived through what the researcher brings to the 
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study as well as through immersion in the data during data collection and analysis.” 
(Corbin and Strauss, Basics 41) 
Summary of Literature 
Ministry leadership comes with all kinds of trouble. Leaders wrestle with being 
everything to everyone. Leaders are attacked by the enemy, by members of their own 
church, and by depression. Leaders that once had such fire and promise often find 
themselves burned out, stressed, and frustrated. Pastors struggle with unrealistic 
expectations placed on themselves and by their ministry settings. Success is often defined 
by worldly metrics. When those numbers are not met, ministry leaders often feel as if 
they have failed. This failure can lead to prolonged depression and anguish. These 
seasons often turn into a soul searching dark night of the soul.  
The dark night, while at first seems to be something a leader would want to avoid, 
actually winds up being a season of transformation. The ministry leader who perseveres 
through this dark night is one who maintains good spiritual disciplines. There is not a 
magic pill to cure the wounded leader. Perseverance in ministry seems to be about one’s 
connection to a God of strength, grace and guidance. The healthier the ministry leader’s 
spiritual disciplines, the healthier the ministry leader. Transformation comes in a renewed 
and deepened relationship with God. Once this transformation occurs, the healed ministry 
leader becomes a gift to the general body of Christ. 
While this literature review has examined a survey of Biblical leaders, United 
Methodist forefathers and, current church leadership writings and data, there are still 
questions to be answered. Is there any commonality of difficult seasons within a select 
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group of ministry leaders? How will a group of ministry leaders subjected to similar 
economic conditions, similar churches in the same geographic area wrestle with ministry 
hardship? If research is conducted within a specific ministry leadership data pool, will 
there be evidence of experiences that can be coded conceptualization of data? The three 
research questions remain for this specific pool of ministry leaders: 1) What causes 
difficult seasons of ministry? 2) How do difficult seasons of ministry affect ministry 
leaders? 3) What is helpful to ministry leaders in difficult seasons of ministry? 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY FOR THE PROJECT 
 
Overview of the Chapter 
 This chapter details the methodology for the research project. It gives specifics of 
how the research questions were sought to be answered. It will identify the participants 
who were part of the project and identify those that were not invited to participate in the 
project. Then the chapter will outline the instrumentation of the research followed by the 
exact means of data collection. Finally, this chapter will describe how the data was 
analyzed. 
Nature and Purpose of the Project 
The nature of this project is an online survey conducted with a specific set of 
clergy. The survey sought to inquire about the participants’ difficult seasons of ministry. 
The survey was designed to allow participants to share about the causes, effects, and 
individual practices that helped them during those difficult seasons of ministry. 
The purpose of this project was to identify ways in which ministry leaders got 
through difficult seasons of ministry in order to be a help for those ministry leaders who 
will be or find themselves in difficult seasons of ministry. 
Research Questions 
 The following three research questions were used to uncover factors relating to 
difficult seasons of ministry. 
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Research Question #1 
What causes difficult seasons of ministry? 
The aim of this question was to discover what the participants felt contributed to 
their difficult season of ministry. Question #8 (see below) on the survey addressed this 
research question. Participants were given the option to choose all responses that applied 
to their understanding of causation from four suggestions in addition to an open ended 
fifth option from which they could describe their answer in their own words.  
8. What caused the difficult seasons of ministry? (Check all that apply)  
Opposition from others  
Your mistakes  
Your sin  
Forces beyond your control  
Other (please specify)  
 
 
 Research Question #2 
How do difficult seasons of ministry affect ministry leaders? 
This question sought to identify the effects of difficult seasons of ministry on 
ministry leaders. Three questions (#7, #9 & #10) on the survey collected data for this 
research question.  
The first survey question (#7 below) to address Research Question #2 was a 
quantitative question used to identify the duration of the ministry season. This pointed the 
research to quantify the length of time the leader wrestled with the difficulty. 
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The second survey question (#9 below) to address Research Question #2 was a 
qualitative question used to identify the participants self-identified personal effects of the 
difficult season of ministry.  
The third survey question (#10 below) to address Research Question #2 was a 
qualitative question used to identify the participants self-identified effects of the difficult 
season of ministry on their approach to their ministry.  
7. On average, how long were these difficult seasons of ministry?  
Less than a year  
1-2 years  
3-5 years  
more than five years  
9. How did these seasons affect you personally?  
 
10. How did these difficult seasons change the way you went about ministry?  
 
 Research Question #3 
 What is helpful to ministry leaders in difficult seasons of ministry? 
 This final research question sought to discover specific helps for those in difficult 
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seasons of ministry. Survey questions were qualitative in order to draw out personal 
responses from participants that might be used as a guide to others in difficult seasons of 
ministry.  
The first survey question (#11 below) to address Research Question #3 was used 
to identify the respondent’s reflective understanding on the difficult season of ministry. 
This question caused them to look back on the season and identify what specifics got 
them through the difficult season. 
The second survey question (#12 below) to address Research Question #3 drew 
the participants to reflect on scripture and identify passages and/or characters that they 
related to in their difficult season.  
The third survey question (#13 below) to address Research Question #3 drew the 
participants to view their difficult season as a lesson to be shared with ministry 
colleagues who may experience a difficult season of ministry. The survey 
question leads them to think about framing their experience in such a way that it 
can be helpful to others through mentoring. This question led the research project 
to contribute to a data analysis regarding “best practices” for those going through 
difficult seasons of ministry.  11. What got you through these difficult seasons? 
Be specific.  
12. Which Biblical passages or characters did you align with during the difficult 
season?  
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13. If you had the chance to share with new pastors/ministry leaders, what habits 
or spiritual disciplines would you recommend to them as they find themselves in 
difficult seasons of ministry?  
 
Ministry Context 
 The participants chosen for this research project were the clergy of the Peninsula-
Delaware Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church. The annual conference is 
the smallest in the United States of America geographically. It consists of the State of 
Delaware and the five counties of the Eastern Shore of Maryland. It is bordered by the 
Atlantic Ocean on the East and the Chesapeake Bay on the West. The only urban area 
within the bounds of the Annual Conference is Wilmington, DE with a city population of 
70,851 as of the 2010 U.S. Census. While the conference contains a few 30,000+ 
communities such as Dover, the state capital of Delaware, Newark, DE, home of the 
University of Delaware and Salisbury, MD, it is mainly a very rural region. 
 The culture of the area is extremely different than the surrounding Mid-Atlantic 
region. Other than Wilmington, DE and Rehoboth Beach, DE, which is called by some 
“the San Francisco of the East Coast” for its LGBTQ populations, the area is very 
conservative. The economy is centered on agriculture and commercial fishing. It is 
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largely Southern in nature. 
 United Methodism is very strong in the region as the founders of the American 
Methodist movement started out on its shores. Delmarva (the land that constitutes the 
peninsula combined of Delaware, Maryland and Virginia) is often referred to as the 
“Cradle of Methodism.” Since American Methodism can trace its roots back to 
Delmarva, there is a much higher number of Methodist congregations that saturate the 
geographic area than in other areas of the same size. As there is such a small population 
in this geographic space, there is not enough members to support the number of churches. 
Therefore, the Methodist congregations are rather small and dying.     
 The clergy in this area are affected by the unique problems associated with rural 
ministry and small congregations. Of the 432 churches reporting to the denomination in 
2015, 361 (83.5%) reported average annual attendance less than 100. These churches 
tend to be very insular and not open to new ministry ideas. They are often run by one or 
two families who like to show the pastor who the “real” boss is. Small congregations 
keep the pastor’s salaries very low. The denomination’s 2015 statistics reveal that 297 
(68.7%) of the 432 churches paid their pastor less than $25,000 annually. This low 
income results in many part-time appointments and yoking of churches where a pastor 
serves in a multi-point charge. 
Participants 
Criteria for Selection 
 In an acknowledgement that surveying a wide variety of ministry leaders in many 
geographical and denominational settings may introduce unwanted bias or issues, it was 
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decided to study a unique group of ministry leaders within a particular Annual 
Conference of the United Methodist Church. This decision acknowledges that clergy in a 
specific area may deal with specific hardships that may not be found in other area or 
within other denominational structures such as itineracy and the second lowest average 
pay within the United Methodist denomination. 
Description of Participants 
The research pool was all active and retired clergy of the Peninsula-Delaware 
Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church. All clergy within the Peninsula-
Delaware Annual Conference included part time local pastors, full time local pastors, 
Associate Members, Provisional Deacons, Provisional Elders, Full Member Deacons and 
Full Member Elders of the Conference.  
Ethical Considerations 
 The letter of introduction and consent (Appendix A) was the first page of the 
online survey. It invited participants to take the online survey. The letter assured them 
that they were being selected to participate in the survey for no other reason than they 
were clergy in Peninsula-Delaware Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church. 
Participants were assured their responses would be anonymous and kept confidential. 
They were informed that if they responded to the questions they were implying consent to 
assist in the project.  
The participants in this project were guaranteed total confidentiality in the text of 
the email invitation and again in the introduction letter to the survey. Confidentiality was 
maintained in this research project by utilizing the encryption feature of SurveyMonkey. 
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The survey was SSL (Secure Sockets Layer) encrypted so responses were not linked to 
participant’s email or IP addresses. The confidential nature of participant’s responses 
allowed for legitimate answers. Participants were allowed to freely answer without fear 
of denominational or conference leadership retribution. The reliability of this assumption 
was revealed in research data. Several respondents pointed to actions of conference and 
denominational leadership as the source of their difficult season in ministry.  
Instrumentation 
 The instrumentation used was designed for analysis of data conceptualization. “A 
theorist works with conceptualizations of data, not the actual data per se. Theories can’t 
be built with actual incidents or activities as observed or reported; that is, from ‘raw 
data.’ The incidents, events, and happenings are taken as, or analyzed as, potential 
indicators of phenomena, which are thereby given conceptual labels.” (Corbin and 
Strauss, Grounded 7)  
The instrumentation used for data collection was the researcher-designed survey 
of 13 questions (See Appendix B). This instrument was specifically designed to discover 
the participants’ encounters with difficult seasons of ministry. The quantitative questions 
were designed to collect nominal data regarding gender, ethnicity, ordination status, 
length of ministry and length of difficult seasons in ministry. Qualitative questions were 
designed to offer participants opportunities to share causes of their difficult season of 
ministry, effects of their difficult season of ministry and finally, what they deemed as 
helpful in traversing the difficult season of ministry. 
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Reliability & Validity of Project Design 
The validity of the project was ensured as the survey questions aligning with the 
project purpose and research questions were openly asked of the participants. The 
research questions were a part of the survey questions. Another research project would be 
able to utilize the instrumentation and discover similar data concepts. The 
instrumentation measures what it says it is measuring because the questions designed are 
post intervention and qualitative. The respondents reflect on an event in their past and 
answer open ended questions.  
Data Collection 
This project utilized a post-intervention type of research. It sought to discover 
something that has already happened and apply the lessons to future occurrences. The 
participants in the study were asked to reflect on their own past experiences regarding 
difficult seasons of ministry.  
The project used a grounded theory research lens. The survey utilized quantitative 
questions for the purpose of analyzing nominal data patterns of respondents in similar 
ministry situations and levels of ministry. The major thrust of the data analysis came 
from qualitative questions that were open ended and asked participants to share about 
their personal experiences. The method for the research was an emailed link to a 13 
question online survey generated from SurveyMonkey (see Appendix B). 
The following protocol was followed. First, permission was obtained from the 
Peninsula-Delaware Annual Conference Director of Connectional Ministries to utilize the 
emails of conference clergy for the purpose of research. The Conference Office Director 
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of Communications identified 498 as the total number of clergy both retired and active in 
the annual conference. Of those 498, 438 had email addresses. Those 438 email addresses 
were uploaded into the SurveyMonkey data base. Survey Monkey identified 4 email 
addresses which had previously opted out of participating in online surveys.  
Second, on December 14, 2016 an email was sent from SurveyMonkey to the 434 
remaining clergy emails. The text of the email was as follows: 
I am conducting a survey for my doctor of ministry 
research and your confidential input would be 
greatly appreciated. Click the button below to start 
the survey.  
 
Thank you for your participation! 
 
Rev. Rob Townsend 
Senior Pastor 
Hockessin United Methodist Church 
Hockessin, DE 
 
The link directed participants to the SurveyMonkey online survey which began 
with a letter of introduction and consent (Appendix A) followed by the 13 question 
survey (Appendix B). If participants answered “No” to question #6 “Do you feel you had 
difficult seasons in ministry?” the survey ended by thanking the respondent for their 
participation. If they answered “yes” to this question, the survey continued through 
question #13 and ended by thanking the respondent for their participation. 
Third, a reminder invitation was sent on Tuesday, December 27, 2016 reminding 
invitees that the link would remain live through December 31, 2016.  The text of the 
reminder invitation email was as follows: 
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I recently contacted you about a confidential 
ministry survey. If you have responded to the 
survey, thank you so much for participating. If you 
haven't responded and would like to, please click 
the button below to start the survey. Your 
willingness to participate in my Doctor of Ministry 
research is greatly appreciated. The survey will 
remain "live" through December 31, 2016. 
 
Thank you for your time. 
 
Rev. Rob Townsend 
Senior Pastor 
Hockessin United Methodist Church 
Hockessin, DE.  
 
Data Analysis 
 After the responses to the researcher designed survey were collected at the 
SurveyMonkey website, the data was analyzed from the quantitative perspective. This 
nominal data analysis revealed any differences in difficult seasons of ministry 
experiences based on gender, race, ordination status, and length of ministry. The 
qualitative data received was analyzed by commonality of responses regarding the three 
research questions. The grounded theory research lens allowed the researcher to build 
theory by acknowledging the pre-research assumptions and personal phenomenon and 
inviting them into the data analysis of the respondents’ testimony of their phenomenon. 
  
 
 
 
Townsend 116 
 
 
CHAPTER 4 
DATA ANALYSIS 
 
Overview of the Chapter 
This chapter gives a report of the data received from the research project. Through 
the researcher’s coding of the responses from the online survey, a “thick description” 
(Sensing 197) arose allowing for exploration of the deeper meanings behind the 
observations. In the participant’s section, the quantitative raw data is presented. The 
chapter will then produce data responding to the three research questions by a method of 
three analytical frames: themes, slippage and silences. Themes were looked for by 
reviewing internal homogeneity (data in certain categories that hold together) and 
external homogeneity (differences in those certain categories.) Slippage addresses areas 
of disagreement. Silences address realities not represented in the findings. 
The purpose of this project was to identify ways in which ministry leaders got 
through difficult seasons of ministry in order to be a help for those ministry leaders who 
will be or find themselves in difficult seasons of ministry. 
    
Participants 
 Email invitations were sent to active and retired clergy of the Peninsula-Delaware 
Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church. Of the 434 invitations to participate 
in the online survey emailed out, 186 responses were received resulting in a 43% 
participation rate. Small amounts of the respondents skipped a few of the quantitative 
questions. Sixteen of the 185 answered “no” to Survey Question #6, “Do you feel you 
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had difficult seasons in ministry?” By answering “no” their survey concluded without 
their participation in the open ended qualitative questions. 
 Fifty-six percent of the respondents identified as male. 
Table 1. Male/Female 
  
Seventy-Four of the respondents self-identified as White/Caucasian. The next 
largest race/ethnicity, eighteen percent, self-identified as Black/African American.  
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Table 2. Race/Ethnicity 
 
 
 Sixty-eight percent of the participants were active clergy currently serving in a 
ministry setting. Thirty percent identified as retired with seventeen percent of that total 
were actively serving in a ministry setting under retired status. 
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Table 3. Active/Retired 
 
 The largest percentage (60%) of the participants said they had served in ministry 
the longest as a Full Member Elder. Twenty-one percent of the participants identified as 
having served the longest under the ministry status Part Time Local Pastor. Given the 
demographics identified in the ministry setting of the Peninsula-Delaware Annual 
Conference in Chapter 3, this is an important qualifier. Full member Elders take a vow of 
itineracy, while local pastors do not, even though they may be reappointed to another 
church. Ordained Full Member Elders usually serve larger churches than local pastors, 
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thus receiving a higher salary. Part time local pastors are different from full time local 
pastors (13% of the respondents) in that their church does not pay the minimum full-time 
salary for that status. It is often said that while there is part-time pay, there is no such 
thing as part-time ministry. The part time local pastors may experience a whole other set 
of ministry difficulties juggling school or other jobs.  
Table 4. Ministry Status
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 There was a real diversity in the total number of years served in the ministry for 
the survey respondents. A healthy percentage of each years served range was represented. 
Table 5. Years of Service 
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An overwhelming number of respondents (91.35%) identified that they had 
difficult seasons in ministry. 
Table 6. Difficult Season Identification 
 
Research Question #1: Description of Evidence 
 Survey question #8 was designed to gather data for Research Question #1, “What 
causes difficult seasons of ministry?” Participants were given the option to check all the 
suggested answers that applied to their difficult season of ministry. “Opposition from 
others” garnered the largest percentage of responses (72%). The next highest percentage 
identified “forces beyond your control” (47%). Those two responses, which signify the 
cause of difficult seasons coming from someone or something other than the respondent, 
combined for 206 of the total 345 responses or 60%.  
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 On the other hand, 20% (82) of the 345 total responses identified self-inflicted 
difficult seasons as a result of their mistakes (57) or sin (25). 
Table 7. Difficult Season Causes
 
 Fifty-seven responses included an “other” answer. Participants identified a 
smattering of reasons when given the opportunity to specify. The most common ones 
included (listed in order of repetition): 
● Lack of support/opposition from superiors (Bishop/District 
Superintendent)  
● Job stress (too much to do and not enough time to do it in) 
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● Itineracy, Short tenure in appointment 
● Fighting within the ministry setting 
● Family issues 
● Inherited church issues 
● Medical issues 
● Financial challenges 
● Burn out  
● Female clergy issues 
● Inexperience, Lack of spiritual maturity 
 
Research Question #2: Description of Evidence 
Three survey questions were designed to gather data for Research Question #2, 
“How do difficult seasons of ministry affect ministry leaders?”  
Survey Question #7 asked, “On average, how long were these difficult seasons of 
ministry?” It was a quantitative question used to identify the duration of the ministry 
season. This pointed the research to quantify the length of time the leader wrested with 
the difficulty. 
Eighty-five percent identified those difficult seasons of ministry lasting two years 
or less. Forty-four percent identified the seasons lasting less than a year, while 41% 
identified an average length of difficult season of ministry lasting between one and two 
years. 
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Table 8. Difficult Season Length
 
Survey Question #9, a qualitative question, asked, “How did these seasons affect 
you personally?” 
●  “Beat me to a pulp, shattered my confidence, and yet drew me closer to God 
and His gifts in me.” (Respondent #80) 
● “Humbling, humiliating, very frustrating. My preaching got dry and difficult.” 
(Respondent #125) 
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●  “Very deeply; leaving me with a form of PTSD.” (Respondent #6) 
● “Depression and Anxiety” (Respondent #9) 
● “Stress induced physical problems” (Respondent #113) 
● “Questioning my call, weight gain, very angry and bitter towards my wife” 
(Respondent #10) 
● “Felt like giving up, but didn't because I knew God's calling is bigger than 
me.” (Respondent #2)   
● “Seasons of difficulty in ministry cause extreme stress both physical and 
emotional. The stress comes from fear and anger. Fear that the problem will 
blow up out of proportion. Anger that you have to spend precious time on 
‘drama’ that is not productive.” (Respondent #25) 
● “It enhanced my prayer life.” (Respondent #28) 
● “Intense soul searching.” (Respondent #29) 
● “Lack of focus” (Respondent #83) 
● “I have experienced burnout or near-burnout a couple of times. In most cases, 
this was a result of my own failure to set boundaries, as well as taking conflict 
personally. In the immediate time after these seasons, I found it difficult to 
trust people and was hesitant to fully immerse myself back into Christian 
service.” (Respondent #31) 
● “Depression, suspicion, and feelings of abandonment were constant visitors 
that required me to stay in God's presence more than ever before.” 
(Respondent #40) 
 
Survey Question #10, also a qualitative question drew the participant to reflect not 
just personally but to answer, “How did these difficult seasons change the way you went 
about ministry?”  
● The most common response was “Questioned vocational calling.” (77 
responses, 41.3%) 
 
Other notable responses included: 
 “More careful about who I talk with and trust.” (Respondent #2) 
 “Worked harder, not smarter” (Respondent #136) 
 “made me stronger” (Respondent #173) 
 “It causes me to have to intentionally trust God and others, as I am now more 
skeptical?/afraid? of opening up to others.” (Respondent #6) 
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 “I just didn't care if the church was thriving and there was a lack of effort in 
performing my duties.” (Respondent #10) 
 “These difficult seasons threw me back onto the complete and utter 
dependence on God's grace. I had to redefine success as not necessarily how 
the world or church measures, but in being faithful to God's desire for my life 
and ministry.” (Respondent #11) 
 “I continued to minister but at lower energy- I used the experience to better 
understand others who go through such times and even mentioned these 
episodes in sermons.” (Respondent #37) 
 “To not give up! To keep doing what is right and what it good. One day what I 
went through may be a testimony to someone else. I am also reminded that to 
keep your call at heart and if God still says keep going, then do it.” 
(Respondent #123) 
 “I learned to not take things as personally. I learned to accept the things I have 
no control over. I learned to listen to God in my darkness, and dialogue with 
my humiliation and anger. I learned to take care of my own health better: 
physical, emotional, spiritual.” (Respondent #125) 
 “I have had to become clearer on my calling and where I find joy and 
happiness. My joy/happiness/fulfillment cannot be tied into worship 
attendance or negative feedback- but in my relationship with God.” 
(Respondent #141) 
 
Research Question #3: Description of Evidence 
Three survey questions were designed to gather data for Research Question #3, 
“What is helpful to ministry leaders in difficult seasons of ministry?” All three questions 
were qualitative and sought to lead the participant into a reflection on their difficult 
season of ministry by framing their difficult season through the lens of what helped them 
and what might help others.  
Survey Question #11 asked, “What got you through these difficult seasons of 
ministry? Be specific.” 
The most common responses were: 
● Prayer (113 responses, 60.8%) 
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● Support of other clergy (109 responses, 58.6%) 
● Scripture, Bible Reading, Bible Study (40 responses, 21.5%) 
● Spouse (37 responses, 19.8%) 
● Physical exercise (25 responses, 13%) 
 
Other notable responses: 
● “Accountability group” (Respondent #4) 
● “Medication” (Respondent #5) 
● “Knowing I had been called by God, not an organization” (Respondent 
#164) 
● “Finding time for self-care. I spent time walking the dog and wood 
working. During these times of being alone I was able to find peace and 
work through these issues slowly.” (Respondent #10) 
● “A fierce sense of duty” (Respondent #27) 
● “Relationships with a few close friends and mentors got me through these 
seasons. Some of these people were clergy, and others were non-clergy 
friends and family. While my prayer life was weak during these times, I 
was also able to cry out to God, and my prayer life began to recover.” 
(Respondent #31) 
● “Admitting I had a problems. Through prayer and talking to God, I 
realized it was okay with God for me to seek help from those He 
surrounded me with who went through the same mental issues. Knowing 
that God heals and God has gifted others to help me and others through the 
healing process of body, mind and soul.” (Respondent #95) 
 
Survey Question #12 asked, “What Biblical characters or scripture did you align 
with during the difficult season?” 
Biblical Characters 
● Jacob 
● Joseph the Patriarch 
● Nehemiah 
● Moses 
● David 
● Joshua 
● Paul 
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● Elijah 
● Job 
● Jonah 
● Peter 
● Jesus 
o “I often reflected on the trials, the insults and all the things Jesus 
went through and I was reminded that what I was going through 
was nothing compared to what Jesus went through for me.” 
(Respondent #68) 
● Female clergy almost to the exact number listed a female character in the 
Bible. 
o Esther 
o Mary 
o Mary Magdalene 
o Hagar 
o  “Naomi returned home and was so depressed and ready to give up 
on life. However God had put Ruth in Naomi's life. Ruth had 
learned about God through the times they spent together and 
Naomi's God gave Naomi a plan for Ruth and joy was returned to 
Naomi.” (Respondent #95) 
 
Scripture 
Many participants shared a favorite scripture that meant something to them or 
strengthened them. The scriptures that were shared more than once were: 
● Romans 8 
● Jeremiah 29 
● Isaiah 43:1  
● Matthew 6:33 
● The Psalms 
● James 1:3-4, 12  
● “John 6:66  where many disciples abandoned Jesus and He asked the 12 if 
they were going to leave, too. They replied: "Where else would we go?" I 
felt like one of the 12, knowing I could not abandon Jesus, yet seeing 
others leave. Also, knowing that Jesus had disciples who left Him when 
things got hard gave me a sense of peace that He understood the pain of 
rejection and betrayal.” (Respondent #11) 
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Survey Question #13 asked, “If you had the chance to share with new 
pastors/ministry leaders, what habits or spiritual disciplines would you recommend to 
them as they find themselves in difficult seasons of ministry?” 
The most common responses were: 
● Pray (113 responses, 60.8%) 
● Engage with other clergy for support (93 responses, 50%) 
● Scripture (73 responses, 39.2%) 
● Sabbath rest (44 responses, 23.6%) 
● Worship (specifically where the ministry leader is not in charge or in another 
denomination, 26 responses, 13.9%) 
● Spiritual director or counselor (12 responses, 6%) 
 (The external homogeneity theme emerging with this suggested habit was 
entirely with ministry leaders serving 14 years or less in ministry. While many 
respondents gave the advice to be in a mentoring relationship, this specific 
term or use of the ministry of “spiritual direction” emerged for relatively 
“new” clergy.) 
 
Other notable responses: 
● “Be humble” (Respondent #3) 
● The following answer was given to survey question #13: “To be honest, we need 
our leadership (DS’s and bishops) to realize that there are church members bent 
on harm, who need to be removed from membership. My experience has been that 
the leaders try to be peacemakers, which empowers the rebels.” (Respondent #6) 
While it seems to be more of a description of the difficult season experienced, it 
could be interpreted as a warning to new pastors to be aware of clergy killers. 
● “Stress the importance of self-care, Sabbath, and having health boundaries. Find a 
hobby that will provide an escape from the stresses of ministry. Lastly, find a 
church were you can go to a prayer service or worship service so you can get 
refilled. Spiritual disciplines would be mediation, journaling and prayer.” 
(Respondent #10) 
● “Pray, Pray...be open to the Holy Spirit's action through reading of all scripture, 
keep dialogue with fellow clergy, be honest with them & your PPRC, & DS...” 
(Respondent #16) 
● “I think it's helpful to develop spiritual disciplines and habits that form the 
Townsend 131 
 
 
foundation of your ministry long before you find yourself in difficult seasons of 
ministry.” (Respondent #23) 
● “Daily scripture reading that is NOT part of sermon prep, covenant group, 
intentional Sabbath and Pray, Pray and when you don't feel like it Pray - but be 
genuine and don't sugar coat for God... God can handle anything you dish out” 
(Respondent #26) 
● “Pay special attention to being physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually 
healthy and whole at all times. Don't be a Lone Ranger. Find a safe environment 
to be in community even if it's not in your particular denomination.” (Respondent 
#55) 
● “Make personal physical and mental health a priority, to support spiritual health. I 
would share with the church hierarchy that they need to do a MUCH more 
effective job of caring for clergy. In these difficult seasons, in my experience, the 
church hierarchy has been very dangerous and hypocritical and destructive. And 
MAKE SURE that you completely trust the people that you talk to, ideally they 
should NOT be associated with the UM church at all.” (Respondent #57) 
● “I believe that journaling and accountability were the two areas that helped me the 
most. Journaling became a form of prayer and reflection- which led to some 
honest conversations about leadership, where I place my trust, etc. Accountability 
became a place where I could vent- but be held accountable for my actions (good 
and bad) and my leadership in the midst of a difficult time.” (Respondent #141) 
 
Summary of Major Findings 
 These four major findings relate to the three research questions of this research 
project. A summary of major findings can be listed as follows: 
1) An overwhelming amount of difficult seasons were caused by an outside 
force or someone other than the respondent. (See Table 7) 
The first major finding helps to answer Research Question #1, “What causes 
difficult seasons of ministry?” An overwhelming amount of difficult seasons were caused 
by an outside force or someone other than the respondent. While many participants 
experienced difficult seasons of ministry that were self-inflicted by their sin or mistakes, 
the majority of ministry difficulty was caused by others (71.7%) or forces beyond their 
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control (47.4%). 
2) A very large portion of ministry leaders identified that their difficult 
season of ministry caused them to seriously doubt their vocational calling 
and consider leaving the ministry altogether. 
The second major finding helps to answer Research Question #2, “How do 
difficult seasons of ministry affect ministry leaders?” A very large portion (41.3%) of 
ministry leaders identified that their difficult season of ministry caused them to seriously 
doubt their vocational calling and consider leaving the ministry altogether. The 
depression, anxiety, stress, emotional and physical issues that occur during the difficult 
seasons of ministry all add up to cause the ministry leader to seriously question whether 
or not they heard God calling them into ministry. They wrestled with the thought that 
leaving the ministry would alleviate their troubles. 
3) Difficult seasons of ministry drive ministry leaders toward God. 
The third and fourth major findings help to answer Research Question #3, “What 
is helpful to ministry leaders in difficult seasons of ministry?” The third major finding is 
that difficult seasons of ministry drive ministry leaders toward God. In their humbling, 
defeated state of ministry difficulty, they feel lost and broken. Gone is the bravado and 
pride of post seminary, early field ministry. When they have used up their strength, they 
turn to the Lord. 
4) A dedicated practice of spiritual disciplines helped ministry leaders the 
most in navigating difficult seasons of ministry. 
The fourth major finding, a dedicated practice of spiritual disciplines helped 
ministry leaders the most in navigating difficult seasons of ministry, speaks to how the 
ministry leader connects with God. These spiritual disciplines may be unique to the 
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ministry leader and their personality, however, the research project revealed the most 
popular responses as scripture, prayer and collegial relationships.  
Coding in a grounded theory research involves wrestling with the phenomena 
presented by each participant. “Coding is the conceptualizing of raw data. These concepts 
“represent an analyst’s impressionistic understandings of what is being described in the 
experiences, spoken words, actions, interactions, problems, and issues expressed by 
participants” (Corbin and Strauss, Basics 51) In coding the raw data for this project, the 
analyst gleaned impressionistic understandings from the qualitative responses shared by 
the respondents. Those understandings reveal themselves in difficult seasons mainly 
brought on by outside forces causing ministry leaders to inwardly doubt their vocational 
calling but being driven toward God and persevering through spiritual disciplines. The 
following chapter will elaborate on each of these findings. 
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CHAPTER 5 
LEARNING REPORT FOR THE PROJECT 
 
Overview of the Chapter 
Regardless of the ministry setting, ministry leaders face many struggles. Some of 
those struggles are generated by internal issues. Some wrestle with their own mistakes, 
their own sins, and their own issues. Some of those struggles come as a result of forces 
beyond the leader’s control. They may be derived from the sin or actions of others. They 
may be from difficult ministry settings and problems they inherited. 
 While the source of the ministry struggle may come from one or multiple places 
and may be a one-time event or several separate events over the length of one’s ministry, 
the ministry leader must wrestle with the struggle. The struggle may leave them out of 
ministry altogether. The struggle may be a refining fire that makes them stronger. It may 
deepen their trust in God. It may weaken them to the point of extinguishing their passion 
for God’s calling upon their life.  
 The purpose of this project was to identify ways in which ministry leaders got 
through difficult seasons of ministry in order to be a help for those ministry leaders who 
will be or currently are in difficult seasons of ministry.  
 This chapter addresses each of the four major findings identified in the previous 
chapter. Each finding will be viewed through three lenses: personal reflections, literature 
review and Biblical/Theological perspectives. This chapter will close with an 
identification of ministry implications, limitations of the study, unexpected observations, 
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and recommendations for future research. 
Major Findings 
Most Difficult Seasons Were Caused by Outside Forces 
Personal observations 
 Prior to this study, I found that in each of my four ministerial appointments 
serving a total of 6 churches, parishioners were always the variable. I have jokingly 
stated, “Ministry would be easy if it weren’t for the people.” That is obviously funny as 
there would be no ministry without people. The reality is that my difficulty in ministry 
has often come at the hands of others who did not like any change being initiated by me 
or brought about by new visions or ideas. There have often been times when it seemed as 
if certain parishioners believed it was their mission to derail me or anything I tried to do. 
I believe that this first finding is true and it centers on the ministry leader’s ability to 
navigate interpersonal relationship within the ministry setting. The times I have felt the 
difficult season being caused by someone else, I needed to refresh my understanding of a 
congregation as it relates to family systems theory. These thoughts rang true during my 
research and after. 
Literature Review 
 The literature spoke to this finding often. One of the major stresses of ministry 
revealed from the literature review was an unhealthy desire to be all things to all people. 
This implies that the people are demanding much of the ministry leader. The research 
showed parishioners having an unscriptural and inadequate understanding of the role of a 
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ministry leader. These incorrect understandings not only lead to stressful demands on the 
ministry leader but unwarranted critique of the ministry leader. These demands and 
critiques seem often to be the source of ministry difficulty.  
Biblical/Theological Perspectives 
 Of the six Biblical characters examined, examples of this first finding were given 
in Elijah, David and Paul. John Wesley, Charles Wesley and Francis Asbury all 
experienced difficult seasons in ministry at the hands of others. God uses the ministry 
leader to engage the people God has placed them in ministry with. It makes perfect 
theological sense for the “pushback” in ministry to come from the very people one is sent 
to be in ministry with. 
Many Ministry Leaders Doubted Their Calling during their Difficult Season 
Personal observations 
 Before the research project, my own experience was one of ministry difficulties 
causing me to doubt my calling. I can honestly say that this struggle with self-doubt and 
whether I should stay in ministry is a constant struggle for me. While not substantiated by 
the literature or biblical research, my experience has been of increased pressure with each 
new level of ministry. The more faith I have to step out bolder for the Lord, the more 
pressure and self-doubt I experience. During the study and now after, I remain convinced 
this is a major vehicle used by the enemy to root out those whom God would use in 
ministry. I was pleased to find so many that have the exact same struggle. 
Literature Review 
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 Peterson’s work on vocational calling highlights the ministry leader’s struggle 
with doubt as evidenced by his characterization of Jonah. Much of the literature spoke to 
persevering through the difficult season of ministry. Giving up on that vocational calling 
from Lord either by way of quitting altogether or going through the motions, would 
certainly be the opposite or persevering.   
Biblical/Theological Perspectives 
Moses and Elijah not only considered leaving their vocational calling but called 
on the Lord to let them die. Paul wrote in Ephesians 6:12, “For we are not fighting 
against flesh-and-blood enemies, but against evil rulers and authorities of the unseen 
world, against mighty powers in this dark world, and against evil spirits in the heavenly 
places.” According to the biblical and theological perspective, these enemies want 
nothing more for ministry leaders than to doubt themselves and leave ministry. 
Difficult Seasons of Ministry Drive Ministry Leaders Toward God 
Personal observations 
 In my experiences before, during and after the research, I have rested in the truth 
that the only help I need in difficult seasons of ministry is the Lord. “My help comes 
from the Lord, who made heaven and earth!” (Ps. 121.2) To be truthful, this realization 
has many times come at the end of my attempts to sooth my harried soul with 
overindulgence or sin. Those miscues only have facilitated a spinning of my wheels. 
Each time I turned back to the Lord, I started to move forward again.  
Literature Review 
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 The literature research affirmed that challenges in ministry led ministry leaders 
back to God. This implied that the difficult season in ministry occurred when the leader 
felt apart from God’s presence. Transformation in the ministry leader occurs when there 
is a movement from a position of pride in one’s abilities toward a dependence on God’s 
abilities. The research pointed to dependence on oneself, rather than God, as ministry 
folly. St. John of the Cross implores ministry leaders to trust in God 
Biblical/Theological Perspectives 
 Abraham turned to the Lord in obedience. Moses turned to the Lord in recognition 
that the people he was being asked to lead were really God’s people, not Moses’. Elijah’s 
pouting, doubt and running away were met by God’s revelation of His presence. David 
displayed a deep spiritual relationship with the Lord while he was on the run waiting for 
the prophesy spoken over him to come into fruition. Peter, after his sin, turned back to the 
Lord in acknowledgement of his love for Christ. Paul found joy in his suffering and 
attributed his strength as coming from the ever-present Lord. The entire Biblical narrative 
is a sweeping story of redemption, grace and strength for those that turn toward the Lord.  
Dedicated practice of spiritual disciplines help ministry leaders the most in 
navigating difficult seasons of ministry. 
Personal reflections 
As written in the second finding, I experienced more pressure and self-doubt with 
higher levels of ministry boldness and risk. The stakes seem to get greater and greater. 
Practicing the spiritual disciplines have kept me grounded in the knowledge that God got 
me through the last difficult season and God will get me through this and the next 
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difficult season.  As I mature in my spiritual walk, I have a tendency to identify God’s 
voice speaking to my spirit in a clearer way than before. I also know that the best 
predictor of future behavior is past behavior. If God was with me in the last difficult 
season, why should I doubt His presence in the next? 
Literature Review 
 The literature emphasized the ability of a ministry leader to make a choice. This 
choice of embracing what God does in the leader during the storm produces valuable 
fruit. The literature encourages us to practice good spiritual disciplines: remain close to 
God through prayer, scripture, devotion, not listening to the enemy, gathering good 
accountability partners, putting on the full armor of God, and redefining success as a 
deepened spiritual walk with the Lord. 
 Biblical/Theological Perspectives 
Abraham, Moses and Elijah communicated deeply with the Lord through prayer. 
Moses spent so much time in the presence of the Lord, his countenance glowed. David 
authored much of the early church’s hymn book by singing and pouring out his heart in 
the Psalms. Peter experienced the amazing grace of the Lord pouring out on him after his 
repentance. Peterson shows us that the storm revealed Paul to be an apostle who prayed. 
John and Charles Wesley both had their Aldersgate experiences while studying the Bible 
and commentaries. Francis Asbury’s journal is filled with scriptural exegesis and prayers 
during his difficult seasons of ministry. 
Ministry Implications of the Findings 
 There are always surprises in ministry, however, whenever possible, if a ministry 
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leader is prepared or at least has an idea of the possibility of a surprise, they are more apt 
to handle it with ease. Ministry leaders, particularly new or young ministry leaders, need 
to know they will experience difficult seasons in ministry. If they expect them, they will 
not be surprised by them. They need to know it is normal. Just like they anticipate being 
asked to officiate a wedding, they should anticipate difficult seasons in ministry.  
 Since this research identifies the regular practice of spiritual disciplines as the 
most helpful resource for navigating difficult seasons of ministry, new or young ministry 
leaders should be encouraged to develop the healthy habits of spiritual disciplines. These 
practices, exploration of new practices and encouragement of spiritual development 
should be integrated into pastor trainings, mentoring and peer learning programs.    
Limitations of the Study 
 This study was well rounded in that it utilized participants of multiple genders, 
races, ordination status and years served in ministry. This study could have been more 
generalized by using participants in other denominations or geographies. 
 The participants in the survey for the most part were ministry leaders who 
continued in ministry in spite of their difficulties in ministry. It would have been nice to 
hear the voice of those who left ministry leadership due to the difficulties of ministry. 
Their insight into how they could have been supported or what they may have identified 
as something that would have kept them in ministry would have been helpful. This could 
have been done as a separate one on one interview.  
 My biggest regret is not including female leaders from scripture in the literature 
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review. I should have investigated leaders such as Esther, Mary the mother of Christ, or 
Lydia. 
Unexpected Observations 
I had three unexpected observations that came in the form of three of my 
assumptions not ringing true in the online survey answers. 
I was surprised at the fact that several ministry leaders could not or did not 
identify a Biblical character or reference a scripture that was helpful to them in their 
times of ministry trouble. While I acknowledge the different personality traits of ministry 
leaders and the variety of spiritual disciplines that are chosen, I assumed scripture to be 
an integral source for all ministry leaders. For many ministry leaders, scripture was not 
their “go to” spiritual discipline or source of comfort. 
Many ministry leaders I have talked to over the years identified their difficulty in 
ministry as a form of spiritual warfare. My own experience over the years has often 
revealed itself to be a spiritual game of chess with the enemy. None of the respondents to 
the online survey revealed this to be the case.   
I was also surprised at the low number of responses in the survey that identified 
the participant’s own sin or mistakes as the source of their difficult season of ministry. I 
had assumed that after a season of reflection over difficulties, one would always come 
away with an idea of something they could have done differently or assessed their own 
part in the struggle. 
An additional unexpected observation arose from sensitivity toward a silence in 
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the data compilation. “Sensitivity is a fascinating interplay of researcher and data in 
which understanding of what is being described in the data slowly evolves until finally 
the researcher can say, ‘Aha, that is what they are telling me (at least from my 
understanding.)’” (Corbin and Strauss, Basics 33) One of those sensitivities can be found 
in what was not in the raw data reported in the fourth chapter. The major silence or reality 
not represented in the findings was the general feeling of relief that participants had been 
asked the questions in the survey. Because of the confidentiality of the responses, the 
researcher had no idea who responded unless they identified themselves to the researcher 
in another form. While the particular responses were not linked to individuals, several 
people emailed, texted, messaged or verbally offered thanks for the research project. This 
out of the way validation of the need for openly discussing and acknowledging the pain 
of difficult seasons seemed to provide respondents with a safe space to share. They 
seemed to be saying, “I am so glad someone is talking about it.” 
Recommendations 
 The recommendation for my personal ministry is to apply these principles. 
Practicing the spiritual disciplines is the lifeblood of ministry for me. When I get away 
from them I know that ministry difficulties seem to be larger than they really are. I 
personally need to practice what I have found in this study. 
 I will make sure I let others know about the findings of this study and certainly 
encourage ministry colleagues as they go through difficult seasons of ministry. As the 
Chairperson of the Board of Ordained Ministry of the Peninsula-Delaware Annual 
Conference of the United Methodist Church, I realize I am situated at an integral position 
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of influence over the early years of ministry for the pastors in our Annual Conference.  
1) I will share the results of this research with the Bishop and Cabinet of the 
Peninsula-Delaware Annual Conference. 
2) I will share the results of this research with the full Board of Ordained 
Ministry of the Peninsula-Delaware Annual Conference.   
3) I will incorporate the results and recommendations into the one week 
curriculum I teach in our annual conference’s local pastor licensing school. 
4) I will incorporate the results and recommendations into the two-year residency 
in ministry curriculum used with provisional deacons and elders of the annual 
conference.  
 As for further areas of research, I believe research could be done on which 
spiritual disciplines are of the most benefit. Given the three unexpected observations 
raised, additional research could be done around the role of scripture in persevering, 
exploring spiritual warfare as well as personal sin/mistakes as a cause of difficult 
ministry seasons.  
 Since covenant groups were often listed as a helpful place for the ministry leader 
to be vulnerable, a research project could be done on which types are most helpful. Many 
survey participants expressed distrust of other United Methodist clergy due to the 
competitive nature of itineracy and the fact that a colleague in ministry may become a 
district superintendent. Researching the effectiveness of covenant groups, especially 
interdenominational or even interfaith would make a great project. 
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Postscript 
 It is my hope and prayer that this research project will be helpful to ministry 
leaders facing difficult seasons in ministry. I have dipped my toe into the river of a 
conversation regarding ministry difficulties that has been going on for centuries. I pray 
that my small addition to that conversation has been faithful to God’s calling on my life. 
It is my hope that my personal ministry experience, added to so many other ministry 
leaders’ experiences, will help another get through a painful season. 
 Genesis 32 records the patriarch Jacob unable to sleep due to worry about the next 
day’s encounter with his estranged brother Esau. Jacob wrestled with God all night. Jacob 
fought through the difficulty and held on for the blessing. At dawn, Jacob received a 
name change to Israel, a limp, and a blessing of seeing the face of God yet living. These 
three gifts would be with Jacob for the rest of his life. He had been transformed. His limp 
would be a reminder of the struggle. 
Wrestling with God is good and will make us all better ministry leaders. When we 
wrestle with difficult seasons of ministry, we are drawn closer to God. I encourage my 
colleagues to hold on for the blessing and embrace your limp. May we recognize that this 
wrestling we are going through will break us. It will humble us. It will make us limp. 
May we all hold on for the blessing and embrace our limp, for here in this place, we will 
see the face of God and live. 
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Appendix A 
Online Survey Introduction and Consent 
Dear Colleague in Ministry 
 
I am a Doctor of Ministry participant at Asbury Theological Seminary, and I am 
conducting research on the topic of difficult seasons in ministry. I would like to 
survey ministry leaders about their experiences in ministry and how they dealt with 
difficulties. You have been selected because you are a colleague in ministry and invited 
to assist in the study. All clergy in the Peninsula-Delaware Annual Conference of the 
United Methodist Church are being invited to participate in this survey. 
 
Since reflecting on difficult seasons in ministry can be a sensitive issue for many ministry 
leaders, I want to assure you that your responses will be anonymous. The survey has been 
SSL (Secure Sockets Layer) encrypted so your response will not be linked to your email 
or IP address. 
 
I believe difficult seasons during the course of ministry are normal. I believe those 
seasons impact and shape ministry leaders both negatively and positively. I believe the 
findings from this survey will allow me to assist ministry and denominational leaders in 
understanding difficult seasons in ministry. My hope is that churches and church leaders 
from around the country will be helped because you and others like you have taken the 
time to participate.  
 
Once the research is completed in approximately three months, I will destroy the 
individual surveys and keep the confidential data electronically for an indefinite period of 
time, at least until my dissertation is written and approved.  
 
Please know that you can refuse to respond to any or all of the questions on the survey. I 
realize that your participation is entirely voluntary and I appreciate your willingness to 
consider being part of the study. Feel free to call or write me at any time if you need any 
more information. My cell phone number is 302-249-8127 and my e-mail is 
revrob33@gmail.com. 
 
By answering the survey questions you are implying your consent to assist me in this 
study and indicate your voluntary participation. Thank you for your help.  
 
Sincerely,  
Rev. Rob Townsend  
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Appendix B 
Online Survey 
1. Are you male or female?  
Male  
Female  
2. Which race/ethnicity best describes you? (Please choose only one.)  
American Indian or Alaskan Native  
Asian / Pacific Islander  
Black or African American  
Hispanic  
White / Caucasian  
Multiple ethnicity / Other (please specify)  
 
3. Active Clergy or Retired Clergy?  
Active and currently serving under appointment in a ministry setting  
Retired status but currently serving under appointment or in a ministry setting  
Retired status and no longer serving in a ministry setting  
On leave of absence, medical leave, honorable location or other status  
4. Under which ministry status have you served the longest?  
Part Time Local Pastor  
Full Time Local Pastor  
Associate Member  
Provisional Member Deacon  
Provisional Member Elder  
Full Member Deacon  
Full Member Elder  
5. How long have you served in ministry?  
Less than 5 years  
5-9 years  
10-14 years  
15-19 years  
20-29 years  
30-39 years  
40-49 years  
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50+ years  
6. Do you feel you had difficult seasons in ministry?  
Yes  
No  
7. On average, how long were these difficult seasons of ministry?  
Less than a year  
1-2 years  
3-5 years  
More than five years  
8. What caused the difficult seasons of ministry? (Check all that apply)  
Opposition from others  
Your mistakes  
Your sin  
Forces beyond your control  
Other (please specify)  
 
 
 
9. How did these seasons affect you personally?  
10. How did these difficult seasons change the way you went about ministry?  
11. What got you through these difficult seasons? Be specific.  
12. Which Biblical passages or characters did you align with during the difficult 
season?  
13. If you had the chance to share with new pastors/ministry leaders, what habits or 
spiritual disciplines would you recommend to them as they find themselves in 
difficult seasons of ministry?  
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